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ABSTRACT 
 As Generation Z enters higher education, they are bringing with them service quality 
expectations that have often been viewed as a pejorative in higher education. Additionally, many 
of these students will be first-generation college students, many of whom will enter college 
academically underprepared. As a result, academic support services, particularly tutoring 
services, will play an increasing role in ensuring student retention, progression, and 
matriculation, which directly affects institutions’ prestige and rankings.   
This action research study sought to assess the gap between students’ expectations and 
perceptions of a university tutoring center’s service quality using the SERVQUAL survey. Pilot 
data suggested that students perceived the tutors as unknowing of their subject matter and 
apathetic. The intervention used to mitigate the gap in students’ perceptions of the tutoring center 
was staff training informed by academic capitalism and steeped in politeness theory and self-
directed learning theory. Throughout the fall 2019 semester, students who engaged in a tutoring 
session were invited to complete a survey measuring their expectations and perceptions of 
empathy and assurance. The Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used to assess pre- and post-training 
gap scores. While the mean gap scores did shift in a positive direction, the Wilcoxon signed-rank 
test results indicated statistically significant changes in two of the assurance attributes and zero 
statistically significant changes in the empathy attributes. 
 
 
INDEX WORDS: Tutoring Centers, Learning Assistance Programs, Service Quality, Higher 
Education, SERVQUAL, Politeness Theory, Tutor Training 
 
  
  
TUTORING IN POLITE SOCIETY: HOW SERVICE QUALITY TRAINING AFFECTS 
STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF A COLLEGE’S TUTORING CENTER 
 
 
by 
 
RENEE HAYES 
BS, Indiana University, 2004 
M.Ed., Indiana University, 2014 
 
 
 
 
A Dissertation Submitted to the University of North Georgia in Partial Fulfillment of the 
Requirements for the Degree 
 
DOCTOR OF EDUCATION 
in 
HIGHER EDUCATION LEADERSHIP and PRACTICE 
 
2020 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© 2020 
Renee Hayes 
All Rights Reserved 
  
  
TUTORING IN POLITE SOCIETY: HOW SERVICE QUALITY TRAINING AFFECTS 
STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF A COLLEGE’S TUTORING CENTER 
 
 
by 
 
RENEE HAYES 
 
 
 
 
      Major Professor: Andrew Pearl 
      Committee:  Adam Jordan 
         Katherine Adams 
          
          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
DEDICATION 
 To all tutoring services professionals, who dedicate their lives to helping others succeed.  
 To all first-generation college students. If I can do it, you can do it.  
  
  
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
I would like to take a moment to thank Dr. Adam Jordan for teaching this English teacher 
statistics. Without his continued support, humor, and absolute patience, this process would have 
been significantly more challenging. As a first-generation college student himself, Dr. Jordan 
was my cheerleader and helped me navigate the unfamiliar world of doctoral research.  
I would also like to thank Dr. Andrew Pearl for his willingness to be the Virgil to my 
Dante, and Dr. Katherine Adams for bringing order to chaos. 
Without the love and support of my husband, Dr. Paul Hayes, Jr., none of this would 
have been possible. He is my muse and hands down the smartest man I know. I also owe a debt 
of gratitude to my parents for shaping me into a lifelong learner with an appreciation for school. I 
love you all! 
  
  
  
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
Page 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
LIST OF TABLES 
LIST OF FIGURES 
CHAPTER 
 1 INTRODUCTION .........................................................................................................1 
   Statement of the Problem .........................................................................................1 
   Theoretical Frameworks ..........................................................................................2 
   Statement of Purpose and Research Questions ........................................................3 
   Significance of the Study .........................................................................................4 
   Definition of Terms..................................................................................................4 
 2 LITERATURE REVIEW ..............................................................................................6 
   Search Methods ........................................................................................................6 
   Introduction ..............................................................................................................6 
   Tutoring Services and Theory ..................................................................................7 
   Service Quality in Higher Education .....................................................................13 
   Conclusion .............................................................................................................26 
 3 METHODOLOGY ......................................................................................................28 
   Research Design .....................................................................................................28 
   Theoretical Framework ..........................................................................................33 
   Data Collection ......................................................................................................35 
   Data Analysis .........................................................................................................38 
  
 
   Ethical Considerations ...........................................................................................38 
   Limitations .............................................................................................................39 
   Subjectivity Statement ...........................................................................................40 
 4 FINDINGS ...................................................................................................................41 
   Sampling Technique ..............................................................................................41 
   All Completed Survey Responses Data Analysis ..................................................41 
   Reduced Data Set Survey Responses Data Analysis .............................................48 
   Summary ................................................................................................................54 
 5 DISCUSSION ..............................................................................................................56 
   Students’ Negative Perceptions of the Assurance Service Quality .......................56 
   Students’ Increased Perceptions of the Empathy Service Quality .........................58 
   Implications of the Research ..................................................................................59 
   Implications for Higher Education Practice ...........................................................60 
   Implications for Tutoring Center Administrators ..................................................61 
   Measuring Service Quality ....................................................................................62 
   Implications for Theory .........................................................................................63 
   Limitations of the Study.........................................................................................64 
   Future Research .....................................................................................................65 
   Conclusion .............................................................................................................66 
REFERENCES ..............................................................................................................................68 
APPENDICES 
 A SERVQUAL Instrument ..............................................................................................75 
 B Study Information Sheet ..............................................................................................77 
  
 
  
  
  
 
LIST OF TABLES 
Page 
Table 1: Five Dimensions of Service Quality ................................................................................18 
Table 2: Assurance Service Quality Descriptive Data ...................................................................43 
Table 3: Empathy Service Quality Descriptive Data .....................................................................44 
Table 4: Assurance Attribute Gap Score Descriptive Data All Completed Surveys .....................46 
Table 5: Empathy Attribute Gap Score Descriptive Data All Completed Surveys .......................48 
Table 6: Reduced Dataset Assurance Service Quality Descriptive Data .......................................49 
Table 7: Reduced Dataset Empathy Service Quality Descriptive Data .........................................50 
Table 8: Assurance Attribute Gap Score Descriptive Data Reduced Dataset ...............................52 
Table 9: Empathy Attribute Gap Score Descriptive Data Reduced Dataset ..................................53 
 
 
 
 
  
  
 
LIST OF FIGURES 
Page 
Figure 1: SERVQUAL Gap Model ……………………………………………………………21 
1 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
According to a Chronicle of Higher Education report, colleges will be vying harder than 
ever to recruit students since current generations are having fewer children (Selingo, 2016). As 
the higher education student population in the United States is predicted to decrease, colleges 
will start competing with one another to attract and retain students (Selingo, 2016). Some 
colleges will seek to increase enrollment by spending substantial amounts of their operating 
budget to develop institutional prestige with the hopes of increasing their standing in the national 
collegiate ranking publications (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004). Blumenstyk (2015) noted that 
since the start of the Great Recession in 2007, colleges are receiving fewer state funds, resulting 
in decreased operating budgets. Therefore, colleges are relying heavily on tuition dollars and on-
campus spending to make ends meet (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997). To increase campus panache, 
some colleges choose to increase campus amenities such as rock climbing walls and lazy rivers 
while cutting spending on academic support services (Akens, 2013). With all the time and money 
focused on increasing amenities, colleges are overlooking a nearly cost-free solution to increase 
campus prestige—quality of service.  
Statement of the Problem 
As more Generation Z students enter college campuses, they are bringing with them 
customer service expectations that previous generations did not. This generation has not known a 
world without 24-hour customer service and nearly immediate responses to questions (Seemiller 
& Grace, 2016). Therefore, more colleges are beginning to pay attention to service quality 
ratings in order to address student concerns and increase efficiency (Ellis, 2018). Currently, 
service quality research in higher education is in its nascent stages compared with other service-
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related industries. With the forthcoming student population being projected to need academic 
support to meet the rigors of college, service quality in tutoring services, or learning assistance 
programs, will become more important than ever in order to ensure repeat student usage and 
satisfaction for current and future generations (Selingo, 2016). 
Theoretical Frameworks 
Tutoring services, often classified in student affairs as a learning assistance program, 
entrenches itself in student success initiatives. These initiatives could include anything from 
helping students to develop study habits to collaborating with professors to provide in-class 
support services. Tutoring services is grounded in the theory of andragogy, defined as “the art 
and science of helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1984, p. 6) and self-directed learning theory, both 
of which involve stress-testing the five dimensions of service quality (tangibles, reliability, 
responsiveness, assurance, and empathy) due to the need to give constructive yet critical 
feedback to students seeking assistance (Knowles, 1975; Knowles, 1984; MacDonald, 1994; 
Zeithaml, Parasuraman, & Berry, 1990). Andragogy and self-directed learning theory rely 
heavily on the rapport and relationship built between the educator and student, mimicking the 
function of service quality in service-related industries. Through building rapport, a tutor is able 
to create an environment in which pre-existing knowledge can be capitalized upon to facilitate 
the learning process. To build rapport and relationships, tutoring services personnel can take a 
service quality approach, which may result in an environment encouraging repeat usage and 
increased satisfaction.  
It is within tutoring services that colleges can address both campus prestige and the 
challenges the forthcoming generations of college students may present by engaging tutors in 
service quality training steeped in an applicable theory. Politeness theory grounds itself in the 
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face-saving discourse strategies speakers utilize when delivering bad news (Brown & Levinson, 
1987). Tutoring involves the delivery of bad news by both students and tutors. For example, 
sometimes a writing tutor will need to inform a student that their essay missed the mark and that 
they need to start a whole new essay from scratch. Often students will couch their lack of 
academic skills or preparation with the discourse markers outlined in politeness theory. 
Additionally, tutors will use these same discourse markers to soften their tone when giving hard-
to-hear feedback, which may threaten the student’s face. The use of these discourse markers 
align with the service-nature of tutoring services.  
Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose of this action research project was to investigate if students’ perceptions of 
service quality increased if tutors received service quality training steeped with politeness theory 
and self-directed learning theory thereby answering the following research question: 
1. Does providing service quality training affect mean service quality feedback scores   
given by students for professional and peer tutors in higher education tutoring centers? 
As the current director of a tutoring center with over 10 years of experience in academic support 
services, I felt the action research format was deemed appropriate as I have “intimate knowledge, 
responsibility, and interest” in service quality in tutoring services (Buss & Zambo, n.d., n.p.). 
Additionally, I sought to “assist the ‘actor’ in improving his or her action” by testing the function 
of service quality training as it relates to student-provided service quality feedback (Buss & 
Zambo, n.d., n.p.). Students were asked to complete a post-tutoring session survey utilizing the 
validated and reliable SERVQUAL instrument tailored for tutoring services (Zeithaml et al., 
1990). The complete SERVQUAL survey allows researchers to see the gap between a client’s 
expectations and perceptions of the five dimensions of service quality: tangibles, reliability, 
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assurance, empathy, and responsiveness. This research focuses specifically on two service 
quality dimensions: empathy and assurance. The survey was administered throughout the fall 
2019 semester, and then responses were organized into pre- and post-training spreadsheets. The 
Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used to compare the pre- and post-training mean service quality 
gap scores to answer the research question. 
Significance of the Study 
 Tutor training program certification bodies, such as the College Reading and Learning 
Association (CRLA), imply the importance of service quality when designing tutor training 
curriculum. To attain advanced certification, CRLA suggests tutors engage in service quality 
training, yet the CRLA manual provides few concrete training suggestions for tutoring center 
administrators to use for training development. Current research of service quality in tutoring 
centers generally revolves around the service quality of online tutoring or with special student 
populations, such as student athletes (Hazzaa, Sonkeng, & Yoh, 2018; Stevenson, MacKeogh, & 
Sander, 2006). Since four of the five dimensions of service quality involve interpersonal 
communication to create a positive service experience, tutor training regarding politeness theory 
and service quality basics could increase service quality feedback and student satisfaction 
(Brown & Levinson, 1987). 
Definition of Terms 
 For this project, specific terms will need to be explained: 
• Academic capitalism: a theory espousing how colleges take specific measures to increase 
student on-campus spending and seek to develop intellectual property that will be 
financially lucrative for the institution (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Slaughter & Rhoades, 
2004).  
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• Action research: “a process that improves education, in general, by incorporating change 
. . . a critical analysis of educational places of work” (Mertler, 2016, p. 162). 
• Andragogy: “the art and science of helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1984, p. 6). 
• Service quality: an appraisal of clients’ perceptions and expectations of a delivered 
service; service quality is not interchangeable with customer service (Zeithaml, 
Parasuraman, & Berry, 1990). 
• Tutoring: an academic support system in higher education grounded in adult learning 
theories geared towards guiding students towards academic independence versus 
engaging in traditional teaching practices to impart knowledge. 
• Tutoring services: a learning assistance program within higher education often 
incorporated in campus retention, progression, and matriculation efforts.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 The purpose of this action research project was to investigate if students’ perceptions of 
service quality increased if tutors received service quality training steeped with politeness theory 
and self-directed learning theory. The research question guiding this study is: 
1. Does providing service quality training affect mean service quality feedback scores   
given by students for professional and peer tutors in higher education tutoring centers? 
This chapter presents a review of the research literature pertaining to the purpose and 
significance of this research, commencing with informing theories utilized for the purpose of this 
study, such as self-directed learning and politeness theories. Following the theories, this chapter 
then shares the relevant literature relating to service quality and customer service within higher 
education. The information in this chapter seeks to contextualize service quality and its 
measurement within higher education.  
Search Methods 
 A search for literature was conducted utilizing a variety of academic research databases, 
namely EBSCOhost, ProQuest, and ERIC, using the following keywords: customer service, 
service quality, SERVQUAL, tutoring, academic support, learning assistance programs, higher 
education, SERVPERF, and service industry. The literature review sought to examine materials 
from the past 15 years unless they were considered important seminal research.  
Introduction 
As more Generation Z students are entering college campuses with service quality 
expectations, more colleges are beginning to pay attention to service quality ratings (Yavuz & 
Gülmez, 2016). Numerous colleges provide several services directly linked to retention and 
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matriculation; one of which is tutoring services. Tutoring services, a service often falling under 
learning assistance programming in higher education, is grounded in the theory of andragogy and 
self-directed learning theory, both of which stress the importance of building rapport with 
students in order to facilitate the learning process (Reedy, 2012). As its name would suggest, 
tutoring is a service falling prey to evaluation by its users, much like any other service provider, 
yet tutoring services is often not measured in terms of overall quality. Measuring service quality 
using a validated instrument can provide tutoring center administrations with a robust picture of 
how students are viewing the service they are receiving and provide key performance indicators 
for assessment. Two of the five areas of service quality, assurance and empathy, directly align 
with the theories grounding tutoring services, as they stress rapport building with customers. 
Tutoring is a vulnerable situation, for both tutor and tutee, with potentially tragic results for 
tutees should tutors not think carefully about what they do and say (Harris, 1980). For example, 
students may speak poorly about the tutoring center to friends or may disuse the service all 
together. Politeness theory grounds itself in the face-saving discourse strategies interlocutors 
utilize when delivering bad news, making it an applicable training interwoven in tutoring 
services for the purposes of creating a positive psychological environment and increasing service 
quality and student satisfaction. 
Tutoring Services and Theory 
With student retention, progression, and graduation (RPG) metrics driving higher 
education institutions, Tinto (2004) noted the importance academic success programs, such as 
tutoring, advising, and supplemental instruction, play in RPG efforts. Since tutoring comprises a 
third of Tinto’s focus, it is important to note the theories incorporated in tutoring services since 
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tutoring centers’ roles on campuses are often misunderstood by faculty, administrators, and 
students (North, 1984).  
Andragogy 
Since tutors are not teachers, andragogy is more often applied in tutoring centers instead 
of pedagogy (Reedy, 2012). Knowles’s (1984) theory of andragogy, adopted from German 
educator Alexander Kapp (Loeng, 2017), outlines the difference between pedagogy and 
andragogy. Andragogy is more self-driven, utilizes experience, and encourages motivation. On 
the other hand, traditional pedagogy places focus on the teacher, stipulates ages for learning 
readiness, and encourages students to accept the authority and teaching of the educator (Reedy, 
2012). Knowles (1984) noted individuals are more inclined to learn when internally motivated 
and recognize a “need to know.” Therefore, he explained the importance of psychological 
climate when creating a space for learning to occur. He stressed a climate built in mutual respect, 
collaboration, trust, support, authenticity, pleasure, and humanness. These characteristics align 
nicely with the five pillars of service quality established by Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 
(1985, 1988, 1991), which is explained in the Service Quality in Higher Education section. In 
addition to the climate, Knowles stressed allowing adult learners to establish their own needs and 
to select their own solutions by using an informal learning environment (Allen & Withey, 2017). 
In the informal learning environment of a tutoring center, tutors use Socratic questioning to help 
tutees determine goals and solutions. By using Socratic questioning, tutees manage their tutoring 
sessions while tutors act as guides in learning, encouraging tutees to be active in the learning 
process versus passive as traditional pedagogy would imply (Loacker & Doherty, 1984; 
MacDonald, 1994). Thus, Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (1998) explained, “The andragogical 
model is not an ideology; it is a system of alternative sets of assumptions, a transactional model 
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that speaks to those characteristics of the learning situation” (p. 72). MacDonald (1994) stressed 
the need for the transactional model in order to encourage tutees to solve self-determined 
problems on their own while allowing tutors to act as resources and guides versus the all-
knowing teacher imparting knowledge. Additionally, for the specific purposes of tutoring 
writing, andragogy closely aligns with traditional writing instruction making it best practice in 
face-to-face and online tutoring (Moberg, 2010).   
Self-Directed Learning Theory 
Springboarding from the theory of andragogy is the self-directed learning theory. Self-
directed learning theory is based on learners taking the initiative to drive their own learning, 
determining solutions to problems, and identifying resources to aid in understanding (Knowles, 
1975). This learning can occur with the assistance of others (i.e., tutors) or alone (Knowles, 
1975). Some argue that an educator’s guidance in any form negates the idea of self-direction, but 
it is important to realize that learning does not occur in a vacuum, but rather in a personal 
learning network (Bull, 2017). In order for self-directed theory to be successful, Knowles (1975) 
necessitated a positive, warm climate to foster dialogue. This climate can result in peers tutoring 
peers or the professional tutor acting as a facilitator. Self-directed learning theory stresses 
learners determining their own pace and style for learning resulting in greater motivation and 
information retention.  
Every portion of the self-directed learning theory directly aligns with the tutoring cycle 
and therefore manifests itself in tutoring practices (MacDonald, 1994). For example, best 
tutoring practices encourage peer and professional tutors to create a positive environment 
conducive to learning, which may or may not require the actual moving of furniture to allow the 
tutor to sit at the side of the tutee. Tutors and tutoring centers need to explain the differences 
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between a tutor and a teacher and how the expectations and outcomes differ. For example, 
Knowles (1975) explained that educators utilizing the self-directed learning theory collaborate 
with each student to pre-determine goals and outcomes while a teacher utilizing basic 
pedagogical principles will determine the information they feel the student needs to know and 
will set the activities for knowledge acquisition. Additionally, self-directed learning theory 
emphasizes a structureless design, which can lead to feelings of insecurity and anxiousness. In 
tutoring best practices, tutors will work with students first to outline a plan of action and end 
tutoring sessions with further steps needed to complete the learning cycle outside of the tutoring 
center (MacDonald, 1994; Maxwell, 1994). The last part of the self-directed theory in which 
tutoring practices grounds itself is relationship building. While having a warm physical and 
psychological environment is important, Knowles (1975) and MacDonald (1994) indicated the 
need of actual relationship building to take place. Castellucci (1994) noted that tutoring is a 
vulnerable activity and that creating a mutual trust can help progress the tutoring session. To 
illustrate, Knowles (1975) provided relationship building exercises while MacDonald 
encouraged interpersonal communication to build relationships. 
Politeness Theory 
Sociolinguists Brown and Levinson (1987) explained the linguistic nuances between 
interlocutors during interpersonal communication. They proposed that interpersonal 
communication is an exchange of face-saving acts, “face” being defined by Goffman (1967) as 
“the positive social value a person effectively claims for himself” (p. 5). Therefore, as 
interpersonal communication takes place, interlocutors seek to solidify or increase their own 
positive social value through a variety of verbal and nonverbal communication strategies. To 
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take the idea of face a step further, Brown and Levinson (1987) recognized that sometimes 
communication could leave one interlocutor feeling a lack of social value.  
As a result, politeness theory divides Goffman’s original definition of face into “negative 
face” and “positive face,” recognizing that “face is something that is ‘emotionally invested’” 
(Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 62). Negative face is defined as “the want of every ‘competent 
adult member’ that his actions be unimpeded by others” while positive face is defined as “the 
want of every member that his wants be desirable to at least some others” (Brown & Levinson, 
1987, p. 62). Both concepts of face are guided by the speaker’s emotions, which, while Covey 
(2004) pointed out humans should be able to control, is easier said than done, especially for 
students struggling to survive in academia. Lerman (2006) explained, “face is internalized and 
like with other feelings, outsiders can offend or enhance it. Since people defend their face when 
threatened, maintaining one’s face requires the maintenance of everyone else’s face” (p. 93). 
Realizing the duality of face and the constant interplay of negative and positive face in dialog, 
Brown and Levinson (1987) claimed there are both positive politeness and negative politeness 
discourse strategies. Positive politeness assists “positive face” by: 
indicating similarities amongst interactants; or by expressing an appreciation of the 
interlocutor’s self-image. ‘Negative politeness’ . . . [saves] the interlocutor’s ‘face’ . . . by 
mitigating face threatening acts . . . or [satisfies] ‘negative face’ by indicating respect for 
the addressee’s right not to be imposed on. (Kitamura, 2000, p.1)  
Brown and Levinson (1987) posit that individuals will engage in verbal tactics to help recover 
from his or her face deficit.  
Politeness theory in tutoring centers. Because of the fragile nature of face, it is essential 
that all tutoring center staff members are cognizant of their verbal delivery methods when 
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conducting tutoring sessions (MacDonald, 1994). MacDonald (1994) provided tutors with 
specific verbal phrases to use when seeking to motivate or save the face of tutees. These phrases 
followed politeness theory in that they included using in-group identity markers, hedging, and 
using the pronoun “we” to indicate agreement and interest. Mackiewicz and Thompson (2013) 
analyzed how verbal politeness strategies can influence motivational scaffolding strategies 
within writing centers. They found that: 
motivational scaffolding strategies operationalized through politeness provide a means for 
identifying, analyzing, and discussing an important aspect of writing center tutoring—tutors’ 
linguistic resources for building rapport and solidarity with students and attending to their 
motivation during writing center conferences. (Mackiewicz & Thompson, 2013, p. 66)  
In order to attain this positive rapport through politeness, Mackiewicz and Thompson (2013) 
pulled from Brown and Levinson (1987) applicable strategies for writing and tutoring centers: 
• Giving understanding and sympathy 
• Noticing student accomplishments 
• Showing cooperation with the student by “[asserting] or [presupposing] the tutor’s 
knowledge of and concern of the student’s wants; [being] optimistic; [including] 
the tutor and student in the activity; and giving reasons” (p. 49). 
Sometimes reminding students that the anxiety or frustration they are feeling is completely 
normal and that the tutor, at some point in the past, also engaged in these emotions, helps boost 
the student’s face. Aligning with Brown and Levinson (1987), this may require the tutor to 
sacrifice his or her own face, but this willingness to be authentic may help foster the tutee-tutor 
relationship stipulated in the learning theories guiding higher education tutoring centers. 
Likewise, when a tutor notices the accomplishments of a tutee, regardless of how small the 
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accomplishment, it denotes a level of engagement, which reinforces the tutee’s belief that the 
tutor is responsive to the tutee’s needs, and in turn, reinforces the tutor’s willingness to cooperate 
with the tutee to reach benchmarks. Increased student engagement could result in increased 
overall student satisfaction, which could springboard into increased retention and matriculation 
(Perna, 2015). 
In addition to the aforementioned suggestions, Mackiewicz and Thompson (2013) noted 
other face-saving strategies tutors can apply from the positive-face saving spectrum of the 
politeness theory that align with the self-directed learning theory are  
• seeking agreement 
• asserting a common 
• not impersonalizing the speaker 
• using group identity markers (Brown & Levinson, 1987). 
Mackiewicz and Thompson (2013) concluded their study by noting how incorporating 
motivational scaffolding and politeness could result in increased student satisfaction regarding 
the service received in the writing center. These face-saving strategies can help reinforce the 
tutee-tutor relationship while facilitating Socratic questioning, thus potentially increasing service 
quality in terms of student satisfaction. Such analysis would require means for measuring student 
satisfaction. Additionally, as much of tutor training is anecdotal, politeness theory training 
provides peer and professional tutors with a training opportunity grounded in theory that 
addresses several tutoring concerns such as rapport and confidence building (Maxwell, 1994). 
Service Quality in Higher Education 
Students as Customers 
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For years, educators, higher education administrators, and researchers have been using 
similes to describe a student’s role within an institution. Students have been compared to 
apprentices, clients, employers, and customers (Tight, 2013). As generations shift, so do the 
comparisons. Mark (2013) pointed out issues with regards to thinking of students as customers 
including the possibility of pandering to students, lowering expectations, bypassing complaint 
structures, and engaging in grade inflation, yet goes on to counter these claims as 
unsubstantiated. Mark (2013) noted that thinking of students as anything other than customers 
implies they are taking a passive role in their education and assuming the role of a raw product 
awaiting production. Although viewed as a pejorative in higher education, the current shift to 
students being compared with customers comes as higher education becomes more competitive 
with a dwindling recruitment population and a need for student retention (Arena, Arnaboldi, & 
Azzone, 2010; Pitman, 2016; Rummel, MacDonald, & Cornelius, 2011; Tight, 2013).  
Fewer students lead some colleges to believe they will need to increase prestige in order 
to attract students (Blumenstyk, 2014; Gulpinar & Bakirtas, 2018; Ortagus, 2016) and recognize 
that students, especially graduate students, can be selective when it comes to which institution to 
attend (Binsardi & Ekwulugo, 2003; Conrad & Eagan, 1989). Increasing prestige is nothing new 
to colleges who seek to better their status in national collegiate ranking publications, yet 
increasing prestige for the sake of dwindling enrollment numbers may be new to some colleges 
(O’Meara, 2007). Not all colleges, such as state schools, can increase admission standards in 
order to increase prestige; therefore, these institutions seek to make gains through superior 
customer service (Conrad & Eagan, 2007; O’Meara, 2007). As a result, this pejorative of 
viewing students as customers becomes a means of survival.  
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While some researchers believe that referring to students as customers implies students 
take a passive role in learning, students can play a dual role on campus of learner and consumer 
(Mark, 2013; Tight, 2013). Whether college faculty agree, Millennial and Generation Z students 
are more focused on customer service in the classroom than previous generations (Fullerton, 
2013; Hagopian, 2013; Knowlton, 2013; Seemiller & Grace, 2016). For example, they feel as 
though they should not have to pay student fees for services unused, classroom attendance 
should not be mandatory as they are paying for the courses, and liberal arts education should be 
reconsidered because it may not directly align with future employment (Fullerton, 2013). Most 
interestingly, “students felt that they ‘deserved’ from their professors . . . ‘clear expectations,’ 
‘fair treatment,’ and ‘empathy’ for personal situations that may impact [student] classroom 
performance” (Fullerton, 2013, p. 34).  Some view this as entitlement, but ultimately this 
demand for customer service can be used to engage students in learning (Hagopian, 2013). Most 
Generation Z students grew up in a world with on-demand customer service 24 hours a day and 7 
days a week due to internet commerce (Seemiller & Grace, 2016). Therefore, as more 
Generation Z students enter higher education, this attitude will follow, and as more Millennials 
enter the workforce and join higher education institutions as faculty and staff, there is the chance 
that the pejorative mindset will change. 
Outside of the classroom, students’ dual identity is shaping how some departments do 
business. Areas such as financial aid and admissions are just two of the frontline customer 
service areas on campus that can display prestige and help to increase enrollment (Di Mascio, 
2010; O’Meara, 2007). Additionally, areas such as academic support services and counseling 
services engage directly with students requesting a service. As a result of students’ dual identity, 
many campus departments are increasing their customer service efforts and even tracking 
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students’ satisfaction through electronic means (Seeman & O’Hara, 2006). This allows colleges 
to quantify student satisfaction, loyalty, and possibly campus prestige (Annamdevula & 
Bellamkonda, 2016; Erjavec, 2015; Seeman & O’Hara, 2006). 
Another reason for viewing students as customers comes as students are increasingly 
paying more for their college education and acquiring considerable student debt to do so (Sultan 
& Wong, 2010; Tight, 2013). Yet, making the simile of students as customers with this mindset 
can come at a price. If students are seen as customers because they are paying for more of their 
college experience, then one must consider states in which a large percentage of students receive 
merit scholarships to fund college. Pitman (2016) posited then the state could easily be viewed as 
a customer of public higher education since it is paying the institutions to educate society’s 
future employees. Therefore, the state may begin to develop policies from the viewpoint of 
customers expecting a service, which could have detrimental effects on higher education’s well-
being and autonomy. Pitman (2016) also noted other entities who could view themselves as 
customers of higher education, such as students’ future employers. For example, if local 
employers suddenly become dissatisfied with graduates from a particular institute, they may start 
demanding satisfaction from higher education institutes by neglecting to hire graduates from 
particular institutions.  
Therefore, Pitman (2016) believed that viewing students as customers has advantages in 
that it places importance on the investments being made, yet cautions viewing students as 
customers in the capitalistic sense. Instead, students in higher education require a unique 
customer service definition because neglecting to view students as customers and measuring 
their satisfaction can come at a cost. Sharabi (2013) explained, “customers are those who 
experience the various aspects of the service, and therefore, ignoring the customers’ remarks and 
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complaints will ultimately harm the organization’s success” (p. 315). Therefore, as colleges 
become more competitive for varying reasons, willfully neglecting the student-as-a-customer 
simile may result in decreased organizational success. 
Student Satisfaction in Higher Education  
While there are many ways to view customer satisfaction, the only viewpoint that truly 
matters is the viewpoint of the customer. Therefore, prior to designing metrics to measure 
customer service and customer satisfaction, one must first look at customer satisfaction in 
general. Oliver (1997) defined customer satisfaction as an evaluation that blends a customer’s 
emotions and cognitive evaluation towards a product or service. Since Oliver’s (1997) definition 
also involves products, it is important to note Grönroos (2001) and Sharabi (2013) who indicated 
that since services involve interaction, customers evaluate the process and not just the outcome. 
This echoes Zeithaml, Parasuraman, and Berry (1990), who studied customers’ views of service 
quality and found that “Customers do not evaluate service quality solely on the outcome of a 
service” (p. 16). To illustrate, Sharabi (2013) explained, “Even if the result is favorable (an 
academic degree), if the process is flawed, the quality is considered low since quality is meeting 
customer expectations in service characteristics” (p. 310). Since colleges provide a service, 
Angell, Heffernan, and Megicks (2008) stressed that higher education institutions need to adopt a 
more customer-led approach to doing business.  
 Zeithaml et al. (1990) found five different service characteristics that customers use to 
rank service quality: tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy (See Table 1). 
Tangibles are defined as the appearance of an organization, its staff, and forms of 
communication such as brochures and emails. Reliability entails not just dependability and 
punctuality, but accuracy in the information given. Responsiveness incorporates the willingness 
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and promptness of staff. Assurance is the “knowledge and courtesy of employees and their 
ability to convey trust and confidence” (Zeithaml et al., 1990, p. 26). Lastly, empathy is an 
employee’s ability to be caring and give “individualized attention” (Zeithaml et al., 1990, p. 26). 
Although debated due to the belief that not all companies can display the five pillars of customer 
service, these five dimensions are commonly used as a foundation to create instruments to 
measure customer service (Sutlan & Wong, 2010). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source. Zeithaml, Parasuraman, & Berry (1990) 
In terms of creating these interactions and service exchanges, Rummel et al. (2011) 
noted, “Students spend an average of 15 hours per week in the classroom, leaving 153 hours left 
to choose to do whatever they desire” (p. 30). This implies that while faculty play a large part in 
campus prestige and spending, colleges seeking to consider student satisfaction and customer 
Table 1  
Five Dimensions of Service Quality 
Service Quality Dimensions Definition 
Tangibles Appearance of physical space, 
equipment, communication 
materials 
 
Reliability Ability to perform the promised 
service dependably and accurately 
 
Responsiveness Willingness to help customers and 
provide prompt service 
 
Assurance Knowledge and courtesy of 
employees and their ability to 
convey trust and confidence 
 
Empathy Employees’ ability to be caring and 
give individualized attention 
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service as a means of attaining prestige also need to look outside the classroom (Conrad & 
Eagan, 1989; O’Meara, 2007; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004). Academic capitalism is the idea that 
market-like behaviors are becoming more prevalent in universities as they seek to engage in the 
global market. Market behavior implies that administrators are seeking for-profit activities, such 
as technology research, which could result in patents or financially lucrative contracts, and 
moving to enhance on-campus services to encourage student spending (Slaughter & Leslie, 
1997). Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) furthered the concept of academic capitalism by stating: 
An ascendant tendency and orientation of colleges and universities to engage in market 
behaviors in the pursuit of revenues that involve developing new organizational 
infrastructures, fostering new professions and structures of professional employment and 
forming new intersectoral networks that affect the very identity of higher education 
institutions and their relations with faculty/staff and students. (p. 33)  
It is important to note that not all aspects of a college can generate income the same way patents 
do, for example tutorial services. Having a well-respected tutoring center can assist with 
attaining grants, provide valuable student success metrics, and entrench itself in the campus 
identity. In general, a campus engaging in academic capitalism could utilize customer service 
training and measurement tools to enhance the administrative academic capitalism side, which 
Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) indicate is worth studying, as little is currently understood about 
administrative academic capitalism.  
Since students have more time outside of the classroom, it would stand to reason that 
other departments’ engagement with students could drive student satisfaction metrics more so 
than classroom encounters. In fact, Brooks (2010) and Fike and Fike (2008) noted that positive 
relationships with faculty and staff increase engagement and persistence, thus implying that, if 
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students are not satisfied with their campus experience, retention may decrease. On that same 
note, Sembiring (2015) sought to analyze the function of understanding how student satisfaction 
translates into retention and matriculation by using the five pillars of customer service as his 
base. He used a mixed-methods approach to paint a robust picture of how multi-national online 
students’ satisfaction aligns with students’ perception of persistence, academic performance, 
retention, and career advancement. One of his findings revealed that students place a high value 
in tutorial support they received outside the classroom yet were unsatisfied with the support they 
were receiving. This singular campus department, tutorial services, resulted in a negative 
viewpoint of the campus as a whole.  
Customer Satisfaction Surveys 
While measuring customer satisfaction may be relatively new in higher education, it is 
not new in the service sector. Although there are several instruments to measure service 
satisfaction, most service quality instruments stem from the SERVQUAL survey and 
SERVPERF survey. While both surveys seek to measure customers’ experiences with service 
quality, the SERQUAL survey’s formula takes into account customers’ expectations and 
perceptions of a received service while SERVPERF only assess customer perception. 
Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1985, 1988, 1991) designed and then modified the popular 
SERVQUAL survey to measure service quality using a gap model. This survey utilizes the five 
pillars of service quality as its base and utilizes a formula in which customers’ expectations are 
subtracted from their perceptions, noting gaps in service quality. There is no baseline optimal 
gap score. Instead, service providers assess the overall mean gaps between clients’ perceptions 
and expectations. Negative mean gaps reveal the perceived service quality did not meet 
expectations. 
21 
 
 
SERVQUAL started as a 90-question survey and was condensed to 22 questions 
determining customer expectations and 22 questions determining customer perception of a 
service, resulting in 44 questions in total. It uses a 7-point Likert scale wherein the responses are 
converted into numerals and then the perception’s totals are subtracted from the expectation’s 
totals, generating an overall service quality score.  
 Figure 1 
SERVQUAL Gap Model 
 
Source. Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry (1988) 
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SERVQUAL has been debated by many due to the fact that not all businesses utilize all 
five pillars of service (Sultan & Wong, 2010). For example, an online college would not have 
tangibles in the same volume as a traditional brick and mortar college. Therefore, asking students 
to rate non-existent tangibles could result in a lower overall total quality score due to a factor that 
is not present. Other researchers note that SERVQUAL’s foundation is based in the expectancy-
disconfirmation paradigm (EDP) (Cronin & Taylor, 1994; Cronin, Brandy, & Hult, 2000). EDP 
seeks to determine satisfaction and not service quality, therefore making the paradigm 
inappropriate for the SERVQUAL survey (Cronin & Taylor, 1994; Cronin, Brandy, & Hult, 
2000). Jain, Sahney, and Sinha (2013) pointed out that SERVQUAL leaves out some services 
whose foundation is based in customer contact, such as a higher education environment. Some 
researchers criticized the wording of the survey questions claiming that using “should” in 
perspective questions can create “conceptual and operational flaws in perception-minus-
expectation measure especially with respect to its theoretical justification and interpretation of 
the framework” (Sultan & Wong, 2010, p. 261). As a result, in the revised SERVQUAL 
instrument, the authors edited “should” to “would” to “reduce high expectation scores and to 
make the expectation instruments more relevant to predictive expectations” (Sultan & Wong, 
2010, p. 261). With this modification, the SERVQUAL instrument became a popular survey tool 
used by various service-related industries.  
Even with the modifications to the survey, Parasuraman et al. (1985) explained there are 
three foundational issues in attempting to measure service quality in general: assessing service is 
more difficult than assessing a product, service quality is derived through service-output, and 
comparing expectations with performance is perception based. Perception is defined as “the 
process by which individuals organize and interpret their sensory impressions in order to give 
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meaning to their environment” (Robbins & Judge, 2014, p. 80). Soares, Novaski, and Anholon 
(2017) noted that perception is dynamic and changes with each customer, thus making it difficult 
to measure. Aligning with education, Vauterin, Linnanen, and Marttila (2011), who used the 
GAP model designed by Parasuraman et al. to measure service, stressed that higher education 
customers’ perceptions are driven from university-led support services, such as tutorial support. 
Even with those criticisms, the revised SERVQUAL instrument is now the standard instrument 
used to gauge customer satisfaction along with SERVPERF. 
The SERVPERF scale was designed in response to the criticism of the theoretical 
constructs of the SERVQUAL instrument. Cronin and Taylor (1994) felt there is no need to 
measure customers’ expectations of a service. It is inherent that, when receiving a service, 
customers organically have expectations and whether or not the expectations have been met 
resonate in the performance rating. Therefore, Cronin and Taylor (1994) designed a 
performance-only scale consisting of 22 perception-based questions in order to negate the 
perceived imbalance in the SERVQUAL scale caused by the expectations measurement (Sultan 
& Wong, 2010). It is important to note that both SERVQUAL and SERVPERF are considered 
valid instruments and predictors of service quality (Carrillat, Jaramillo, & Mulki, 2007). Unlike 
other predictors of service quality, customer loyalty, and customer satisfaction, both instruments 
have a multi-dimensional approach giving a holistic understanding of where exactly an 
organization may be lacking in customer service through the lens of the five pillars of service 
quality (Sultan & Wong, 2010).  
In terms of measurement tools specifically for higher education industries, Jain et al. 
(2013) sought to design a survey relatively based in SERVQUAL yet specified for higher 
education. Their survey consisted of 38 questions using a 5-point Likert scale response system 
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using seven variables instead of the five service quality characteristics outlined by Parasuraman 
et al. (1985, 1988, 1991). The researchers’ objective was to gather metrics from a student’s 
perspective. Jain et al.’s (2013) literature review guided question design and included several 
instruments modeled after the SERVQUAL instrument. The researchers then tested the scale for 
validity and reliability and ultimately created an instrument to measure students’ quality 
perceptions that is very similar to the revised SERVQUAL instrument. The factors validated by 
the survey were academic facilities, non-academic processes, curriculum, support facilities, 
interaction quality, industry interaction, and input quality. Additionally, the wording is 
specifically tailored to higher education and the survey is more holistic than the original 
SERVQUAL instrument. For example, Jain et al. (2013) asked students to assess a variety of 
campus elements, everything from the availability of computer labs to faculty competence. This 
detailed assessment gives campus administrations a more vivid picture of campus service quality 
than the five dimensions of service quality alone, but would not necessarily be applicable to 
individual units within higher education.  
It is important to note that Parasuraman et al. (1991) stated that the wording in the 
SERVQUAL questions can be modified for each industry while still retaining instrument 
integrity. For example, Sembiring (2015) used a mixed-methods approach in order to study if 
and how the five dimensions of service quality led to student satisfaction and aligned with 
students’ persistence, academic performance, retention and career advancement. He surveyed 
more than 1,800 online students regarding their impressions of the five pillars of service quality 
within higher education, and then used importance-performance analysis and customer-
satisfaction index to inform readers that the five pillars of service quality as applied to an online 
learning environment do lead to student satisfaction and align with their performance, retention, 
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and career advancement. Sembiring (2015) also created a matrix chart showing the areas in 
which students placed high importance yet felt the college was lacking. Based on his findings, he 
interviewed an unknown number of students and found that the survey results aligned nearly 
perfectly with the interviews’ findings. As Sembiring (2015) showed, the original SERVQUAL 
instrument can be tailored to fit a higher education setting, yet on a narrower scale. For example, 
administrators could tailor it to gauge student satisfaction of an individual department or area on 
campus, while the instrument created by Jain et al. (2013) can give an overall campus 
satisfaction rating.  
Potential Outcomes of Service Quality in Higher Education and Tutoring Services 
Increased prestige. O’Meara (2007) and Conrad and Eagan (1989) both stated that 
colleges often take similar steps to increase rankings. Some of these steps have negative 
aftereffects. For example, colleges can increase admissions criteria, which results in decreasing 
diversity. Colleges can invest in hiring exclusive faculty engaging in cutting edge research to 
draw media attention and students seeking to learn from the best, which in the long run costs 
colleges in expensive salaries and increased teaching loads for other faculty. Conversely, the 
O’Meara (2007) and Conrad and Eagan (1989) mentioned that colleges, especially community 
and state colleges, can invest in customer service. College presidents do not make decisions 
alone. Institutions seeking to increase prestige will need to consult with all individuals invested 
in the long-term growth and spending of the institution (Cohen & March, 1986). Since increasing 
customer service can be a cost-effective way of developing campus prestige, college 
administrators should consider this venture into academic capitalism (Slaughter & Rhodes, 
2004).  
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Increased student loyalty and retention. Academic support services, such as tutoring 
services, play a large part in student success (Tinto, 2004). While plenty of research states the 
usefulness of dialogue and Socratic questioning in student tutoring (Clarà & Mauri, 2013; 
Graesser, Person, & Magliano, 1995; Jaeger, 2016; Thompson, 1999; VanLehn, et al., 2007), 
limited research has been conducted on how politeness and service quality affect tutoring center 
survey results and the likelihood of continuing to use tutoring services or to recommend the 
service to a friend. Mackiewicz and Thompson (2013) even suggested that empirical researchers 
should consider how politeness strategies affect students’ satisfaction. In terms of tutoring center 
and academic support usage, Tinto (2004) indicated on-campus engagement involving these 
services can increase student retention, progression, and matriculation. Erjavec (2015) noted that 
part-time students and recent graduates with high customer satisfaction ratings were more likely 
to continue their studies and/or return to the same institution as graduate students.  
Annamdevula and Bellamkonda (2016) found that student satisfaction can influence 
service quality and student loyalty. Even though it would seem satisfaction and loyalty could be 
measured the same way, Reichheld (2003) pointed out that satisfaction and loyalty are two 
distinct measures. In order to measure loyalty, businesses use the Net Promoter Score (NPS). 
Hayes (2008) explained the NPS’s function is to “monitor and manage customer relationships” 
(p. 103). The NPS is a survey question merely asking, “How likely are you to recommend X to 
your friend.” NPS is one way to determine customer loyalty and defection rates, which directly 
align with company performance (Hayes, 2008). In fact, after two years of research, Reichheld 
(2003) found: 
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A single survey question can . . . serve as a useful predictor of growth. But that question 
isn’t about customer satisfaction or even loyalty. . . . Rather, it’s about customers’ 
willingness to recommend a product or service to someone else. (n.p.)  
Therefore, an NPS loyalty question can be used to determine student loyalty to the campus as a 
whole or to individual services, such as tutoring services, which may be indicative of overall 
satisfaction. 
Conclusion 
As tutoring services is intimately woven into student retention and student success 
programming, it is important to note student satisfaction with the services they are receiving in a 
cogent fashion. Seminal research by Parasuraman et al. (1985, 1988, 1991) suggested asking 
individuals to rate their expectations and perceptions of one particular service. On the other hand, 
Cronin and Taylor (1994) recommended using the SERVPERF model, which strictly assesses 
individuals’ perceptions of a service with the understanding that their pre-existing expectations 
are driving the rating. Since Generation Z students are entering college with service quality 
demands, it will be increasingly more important for colleges to take service quality into 
consideration for retention purposes. Also, as the incoming generations of students is slated to 
decrease, measures to promote campus prestige may increase campus rankings in national 
collegiate ranking publications, which may affect enrollment, thus placing additional emphasis 
on assessing service quality. Since student engagement and community building are essential 
functions in retention efforts, if students are not satisfied with critical campus services, such as 
tutoring services, this could have severe ramifications for student retention and matriculation.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
METHODOLOGY 
 The purpose of this action research project was to investigate if students’ perceptions of 
service quality increased if tutors received service quality training steeped with politeness theory 
and self-directed learning theory. The research question guiding this study is: 
1. Does providing service quality training affect mean service quality feedback scores   
given by students for professional and peer tutors in higher education tutoring centers? 
This chapter is organized into the following sections: research design, theoretical framework, 
data collection, data analysis, ethical considerations, limitations, subjectivity statement, and 
timeline. 
Research Design 
Action Inquiry 
This research study followed an action research plan. The action research model allows 
researchers to test if different operational or pedagogical ideas or initiatives improve an 
educational setting. In action research, the researcher takes a vested interest in the research 
location and population and engages in reflective practices in order to make improvement (Buss 
& Zambo, n.d.). Mertler (2016) noted that “a critical aspect of action research is that it focuses 
specifically on the unique characteristics of the population with whom a practice is employed or 
some action that must be taken” (p. 162). Action inquiry allows researchers the flexibility to use 
a variety of research methods resulting in pragmatic outcomes based in a real-world context. 
This research design permits the usage of pre-and post-intervention data analysis and allows the 
researcher to pull from a variety of data collection methods. Action research encourages 
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professional growth and incites manageable change without disrupting the natural flow of the 
educational environment. While an experimental design would have been ideal, the rigid nature 
of an experimental design was not conducive to the tutoring center environment. For example, 
there is a high staff turnover rate, which means there may be the possibility of the experimental 
and control groups being equally balanced at the beginning of the study and being severely 
imbalanced by the end of the study. Also, due to the variable nature of student responses to the 
survey, some tutor participants may receive zero survey responses, resulting in potential lack of 
normality for their corresponding grouping. Lastly, as a practitioner interested in improving the 
practices of the tutoring center, action research more appropriately aligned with this interest 
versus a traditional empirical research design. 
In the case of this action research study, service quality was a characteristic of particular 
interest as I am the director of the tutoring center at the research location. The treatment used 
was staff training, which focused on service quality, politeness theory linguistic strategies, 
academic capitalism, and andragogy, specifically self-directed learning theory. The staff training 
was 1.5 hours long and was facilitated around week eight of the semester in order to allow new 
tutors the opportunity to establish tutoring experience for information assimilation. All staff, 
including front desk assistants, were included in the training, as they help to create the center’s 
overall perception of service quality. 
Research Site  
The tutoring center was located on an open-access liberal arts college campus in the 
Southeastern United States. This is an open-access college in the southeastern United States with 
an approximate undergraduate student population of 12,287 in Fall 2018. Over the past two 
academic years, the college’s enrollment rate remains relatively steady. The college has the most 
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ethnically diverse student population in the southeastern United States at the time of the study 
(30.5% White, 32.1% Black/African American, 21.3% Hispanic, 11% Asian, 3.8% Multi-ethnic, 
.9% Unknown, .2% Pacific Islander, and .1% Native American) and has a high concentration of 
first-generation students, with demands outside of school such as full-time employment and 
familial responsibilities (Georgia Gwinnett College, 2019). Upon enrolling in the college, many 
of the students are placed in developmental classes; therefore, the tutoring services are 
strategically interwoven into the fabric of the campus. According to the campus website, the six-
year graduation rate for first-time freshmen (both full-time and part-time) is 16.7%. In 2016, the 
campus reported a 47.9% two-year retention rate for first-time freshmen. In fall 2019, the 
average age on campus was 22.3, and 57% of the campus population was female (Georgia 
Gwinnett College, 2019). Georgia Gwinnett College offers 17 undergraduate majors.   
At the time of this study, tutoring services was housed in the School of Transitional 
Studies, whose purpose was to assist students with matriculation. The campus prides itself with 
being student-centered and espouses the idea of “meeting students where they are,” thus 
demanding that the tutoring center and its tutors be flexible and student-focused. In 2016, the 
center was awarded the Silver Level for its Student Improvement Initiative—TIC-TAC-TOE—
by the chancellor of its university system. Therefore, it prides itself on putting students first and 
creating an environment that fosters student growth.  
The center seeks to assist all students in all disciplines and provides a variety of support 
options. The physical on-campus tutoring center is open 64 hours per week, including the 
weekends. Students can schedule appointments or drop in to receive face-to-face assistance. In 
addition, the tutoring center has its award-winning TIC-TAC-TOE program, which is an 
acronym for Tutors-in-the-Classroom, Tutors-Around-Campus, and Tutors-Online-Everywhere. 
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For the Tutors-in-the-Classroom portion, professional tutors are embedded in freshman-level 
math and writing courses with traditionally high failure rates. Tutors-Around-Campus involves 
placing peer and professional tutors in highly trafficked areas around campus or specialty areas, 
such as the Veterans Lounge or Disability Services. Tutors-Online-Everywhere is provided 
through Smarthinking, a Pearson product, allowing students access to professional tutors during 
the hours in which the on-campus center is closed. 
At the time of this study, the tutoring center was staffed by primarily professional tutors 
and a few peer tutors. The professional tutors held at least bachelor’s degrees and worked 
roughly 19 hours per week. Most of the professional tutors had been employed in the tutoring 
center for several years and had varying experiences teaching and working in the educational 
field. Most held full-time employment in the private sector in their discipline-specific fields, 
such as accounting and engineering. They had very little actual formal teaching or service-
industry experience. The peer tutors were enrolled students who excelled in their discipline. 
They worked no more than 25 hours per week and were generally employed in the tutoring 
center for one year on average. While many colleges offer a peer tutoring course to prepare peer 
tutors for their responsibilities in the tutoring center, this institution had not offered the course 
for several years, leaving the tutoring center leadership team to train all new peer tutors. 
In Fall 2019, the tutoring center employed 19 professional tutors, 11 peer tutors, and 
seven student assistants who managed the front desk under the supervision of the coordinators 
and director. In addition, the tutoring center had two coordinator positions, held by individuals 
with master’s degrees and at least seven years of experience in tutorial support, and one director.  
Each fiscal year, the tutoring center experiences a turnover rate of 20% due to part-time 
professional employees attaining full-time employment and peer tutors graduating. Therefore, 
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the leadership staff are in a nearly constant state of hiring and training new staff. In order to help 
streamline the hiring and staff training process, the tutoring center’s tutoring training program is 
certified through the College Reading and Learning Association. 
Research Participants 
 The participants in this study was a convenience sampling of students utilizing the 
tutoring center. In academic year (AY) 17-18, the tutoring center facilitated over 10,000 face-to-
face tutoring sessions by 2,219 unique students, which was about 20% of the campus population. 
More female students (59.6%) than male students (40.3%) engaged in tutoring sessions. Most of 
the tutees were freshman (33.5%) and sophomore-level (31.0%) students. Therefore, the tutoring 
center’s demographic data adequately represent the campus population in terms of sex and class 
level. Only the students engaging in an actual tutoring session were invited to complete the 
survey. At the conclusion of each tutoring session, each tutee was invited by the tutoring center’s 
front desk staff to complete a survey prior to exiting the center. Students excluded from the 
project were students utilizing the tutoring center for computer-usage, as a study space, or 
stopping by to schedule a future tutoring session, thereby not engaging in an actual tutoring 
session.  
Problem Investigation 
Despite the tutoring center’s acclaim and array of services, in AY 17-18, an informal 
collection of student feedback regarding service quality received in the tutoring center indicated 
that students were displeased with the service, particularly assurance and empathy, in the 
tutoring center. Several students even filed formal complaints to the college president stating 
they felt bullied when receiving tutorial assistance or felt that their tutors lacked the knowledge 
to help them understand their course work. One parent wrote to the college president: 
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[My daughter] has explained that some students have stopped seeking help at the 
[tutoring center] due to poor attitudes by MANY of the tutors. [The students] are made to 
feel stupid, dumb, incompetent and they are humiliated. 
Therefore, to ensure continued, repeated use, the tutoring center needs to consider improving its 
ability to build relationships and rapport with students by considering how empathy and 
assurance affect students’ perceptions.  
The tutoring center’s tutor training program recently attained College Reading and 
Learning Association (CRLA) Level 1 certification, which requires all tutors to attend at least 10 
hours of training. Despite the service nature of tutoring services, specific service quality training 
is not a required part of any of the CRLA certification levels. Herein lies the problem; the 
vulnerable nature of tutoring services has the potential to collide with a lack of service quality, 
which could result in students disusing the service due to increased feelings of insecurity or a 
lack of assurance. Therefore, service quality training for all tutoring center staff members has the 
potential to create an environment in which students’ expectations and perceptions are 
understood and addressed while being balanced with tutoring theory. For example, one student 
may enter the tutoring center with the expectation that he or she can learn all of statistics in one 
45-minute tutoring session. The manner in which the front desk staff triage the student’s 
expectation has the potential to cascade into the tutoring session and could shape the student’s 
assessment of the service quality received. While Maxwell (2001), noted leadership speaker, 
stated the only way to improve a negative environment is to extract the employee causing the 
trouble, this research investigated training versus plucking.  
Intervention 
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 For action inquiry, an intervention unifies the project (Buss & Zambo, n.d.). This project 
used three theories as the basis for its intervention: the theory of andragogy, the theory of 
academic capitalism, and politeness theory. In order to meet the instructional design criteria, 
tutors were introduced to the theory of academic capitalism and politeness theory in a training 
utilizing the theory of andragogy. 
Andragogy 
Andragogy, specifically self-directed learning theory, is most often used in tutoring 
center research to describe the approaches tutors need to take to help students grasp material. 
Andragogy assumes the following design principles: learners need to know why they are 
learning something; learning occurs experientially; learning occurs through problem solving; and 
learners need to see the value in what they are learning (Knowles, 1984). Therefore, the theory of 
andragogy grounded the training session’s instructional design due to tutor familiarity and the 
intrinsic benefits for adult learning.  
Academic Capitalism 
The idea of service quality in higher education has negative connotations, yet, when 
coupled with the ideas presented in the theory of academic capitalism, tutoring center staff may 
glean an understanding of the function of service quality and campus prestige. While the basis of 
academic capitalism often relates to faculty research and the university’s role in the potential 
development of intellectual property, the theory of academic capitalism also carries with it the 
university’s desire to increase campus prestige. Therefore, tutoring center staff were introduced 
to the role academic support services plays when showcasing the college to potential donors and 
future and current students and parents.  
Politeness Theory 
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Once the tutoring center staff became familiar with the theory of academic capitalism, 
they were introduced to politeness theory as a possible solution to the current issues within the 
tutoring center directly affecting campus prestige. Politeness theory familiarized tutoring center 
staff with the language individuals organically use in face-threatening moments. Since tutoring 
can be a vulnerable situation, the tutoring center staff was armed with verbal cues students may 
use when in face-threatening situations. This understanding could allow the tutors to redirect 
their own speech to create an empathic and assuring environment, thereby possibly affecting 
students’ perceptions of service quality.   
For this research, the intervention was a 90-minute tutoring center staff training 
combining the three aforementioned theories. The attendees included front desk assistants and all 
tutors. The training was constructed using andragogical instructional design principles. The 
training included the basics of politeness theory, how the theory aligns within the scope of tutor 
dialogue and best practices, actual tutoring dialogue from noted tutoring center researchers for 
analysis (Mackiewicz & Thompson, 2013), and how politeness theory aligns with the 
components of the five dimensions of service quality being measured by the SERVQUAL 
survey. Tutoring center staff engaged in 45 minutes of explanation regarding politeness theory, 
the five dimensions of service quality, and academic capitalism. For the next 45 minutes, the 
tutoring center staff broke into small groups to analyze published transcriptions of tutoring 
session dialogue, noting when face-saving dialogue occurred, the tutor’s response, and how the 
tutor’s response could have been modified to display increased assurance and empathy. Each 
group shared their findings with the group. The group then discussed how best to incorporate the 
training into daily tutoring practices and any perceived challenges. 
Data Collection 
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This study employed quantitative data collection techniques as it best aligns with the 
strategies used by large scale industry service providers. The convenience sample of students 
who utilized the tutoring center completed a web-based questionnaire using the tutoring center’s 
pre-existing software called TutorTrac. Within TutorTrac is a function called SurveyTrac 
Management that has been used in the tutoring center for three years, so the students and staff 
have familiarity. This software does not restrict in number of questions and allows for Likert-
type scale questions, which is utilized by the validated survey instrument. The surveys were 
collected from August 8, 2019 to December 13, 2019. 
Instrumentation 
This research utilized the SERVQUAL survey instrument designed by Parasuraman, 
Zeithaml, and Berry (1985, 1988, 1991), which measures the gap in customers’ perceptions and 
expectations of service quality. Since the research location has a large population of first-
generation students who may be unfamiliar with how tutoring centers operate and provide 
services, it was important to analyze their expectations with respect to their current perceptions. 
The other popular service quality instrument used by businesses to understand customers’ 
experiences only measures perceptions with the belief that all customers have expectations and 
that their perception responses alone will indicate whether or not their expectations were met. 
The SERVQUAL survey, on the other hand, provides businesses with a more robust 
understanding of its customers by allowing the data to show where exactly expectations and 
perceptions do not marry. 
 The SERVQUAL survey consists of 44 questions in total covering all five dimensions of 
service quality: 22 questions measuring expectations and 22 questions measuring perceptions. 
According to Mertler (2016), “Reliability coefficients can range from a minimum of 0.00 to a 
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maximum of +1.00” (p. 255). Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1988) assessed the reliability 
of the SERVQUAL survey and found a total-scale reliability of .92 during testing. Additionally, 
they assessed the instrument’s validity utilizing qualitative and convergent validity quantitative 
constructs. Parasuraman, et al. noted the language in the SERVQUAL survey can be adapted for 
various service-settings. Therefore, “customer” was adapted to “student” for the purposes of this 
study. Since only the questions pertaining to assurance and empathy are relevant to the research 
questions, an adapted version of the SERVQUAL survey was used consisting of 16 questions in 
total (See Appendix). The scale of measure remained the 7-point Likert scale used by 
Parasuraman, et al. thereby allowing for a neutral rating. The 7-point Likert scale responses were 
as follows: 
7- strongly agree 
6- agree 
5- more or less agree 
4- neutral 
3- more or less disagree 
2- disagree 
1- strongly disagree   
Adhering to the SERVQUAL model, gap scores were calculated for each tutor and the center as 
a whole following the SERVQUAL formula (Service Quality = Perception – Expectation) 
(Kinesis, 2014). Overall gap scores showing a negative calculation indicate the student’s 
expectation is not meeting their perception. Conversely, overall gap scores denoting a positive 
calculation indicate the student’s perceptions exceeded their expectations. 
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The survey was administered through TutorTrac. In the past fall and spring semesters, the 
tutoring center usually receives approximately 2,600 clean survey responses. In the past summer 
semesters, it receives about 60 clean survey responses. Therefore, attaining an adequate sample 
size in order to avoid a sampling error was not projected to be an issue.  
Data Analysis 
This project utilized a quantitative analysis of the survey findings to answer the research 
questions. After completed surveys were edited for completeness, each usable survey was 
organized into pre- or post-training Excel spreadsheets, which were then loaded into and 
analyzed using SPSS 25 (Leiner, 2016). Descriptive statistics were run for pre- and post-training 
groups for all collected surveys, including mean, mode, and standard deviation (Ware, Ferron, & 
Miller, 2013). The Shapiro-Wilk test of normality was completed due to its popularity and the 
fact that there were fewer than 2,000 surveys collected (Ware et al., 2013, p. 305). The data 
displayed a lack of normality, resulting in the usage of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test. Once the 
analysis of all collected surveys were completed, the survey responses were scrubbed of any 
straight-lined responses and assessed using the same methods described due to the continued 
lack of normality.  
Ethical Considerations 
In compliance with Institutional Review Board (IRB) policies, IRB approval was attained 
prior to the start of the study, and all participants in the study remained anonymous. Participants 
were made aware that their participation was voluntary and their responses would be kept 
confidential. Signs were posted next to each computer containing the survey explaining the 
parameters of the study, that participation is voluntary, and whom to contact with questions. The 
first question on the survey confirmed consent and signs were posted around the tutoring center 
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explaining the scope and nature of the study for further transparency. In addition, the data were 
kept safe on a password protected flash drive, and the information was deleted two months after 
the conclusion of the study.  
Limitations 
 Increased stress throughout the semester may cause students’ expectations to change. 
This potential problem is no different than any other service-related industry. In fact, mean gap 
scores increases after training during a more stressful time in the academic semester lends 
additional credence to the training. Students’ stress levels as the semester becomes more 
demanding may change their perceptions of the tutoring center. There is the possibility that 
students may not complete the survey in entirety due to its length. Additionally, the students’ 
inexperience regarding tutoring, its process, and limited experience with service quality may 
influence their responses. Students may complete the survey quickly and misread the questions. 
Faculty lack of support for the tutoring center could result in swaying students’ feedback 
on the survey. For example, if a faculty member expressed a lack of confidence in tutors’ 
knowledge, students may enter the tutoring center with a negative opinion, which could cascade 
into students’ survey responses. Additionally, some faculty members require students to visit the 
tutoring center instead of intrinsically motivating their students to visit, which may cause 
animosity and color their views of the experience.  
Lastly, the entire nature of the survey is highly subject because it is based on participants’ 
perceptions and expectations. Each student enters the tutoring center with their own set of 
preconceived notions of what the tutoring process should entail. These ideas are not verbally 
expressed to the tutors or tutoring center staff, which may or may not be fulfilled during the 
tutoring session. Their expectations may directly conflict with best practices, and it is my 
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responsibility to ensure that tutors are engaging in best practices in order to retain our center 
certification. 
Subjectivity Statement 
 As the director of the tutoring center, I was actively engaged in the day-to-day operations. 
It was my responsibility to ensure students felt as though they received optimal service quality 
when utilizing the tutoring center. The campus culture embraced service quality. While I did not 
complete the performance evaluations of the tutors engaging in the training for the project, 
service quality was built into their performance evaluations. Therefore, the tutors may have been 
more apt to engage in the service quality strategies from the training when their direct 
supervisors were present. Additionally, it is important to note that a mixed-methods approach 
utilizing a focus group could have been used to complement the survey. This approach was not 
selected as I have found through my years of experience in this field that administration prefers 
data to narrative findings, and since this was an action research project, the findings were used to 
spur direct change on campus, possibly in other service-related departments, such as Admissions 
and Advising. In order to address possible researcher bias, I used an established survey 
instrument that utilizes a quantitative analytic method, which is an objective approach. 
Additionally, the data collection occurred through an independent system.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
FINDINGS 
The purpose of this action research project was to investigate if students’ perceptions of service 
quality increased if tutors received service quality training steeped with politeness theory and 
self-directed learning theory. The research question guiding this study is: 
1. Does providing service quality training affect mean service quality feedback scores   
given by students for professional and peer tutors in higher education tutoring centers?  
These data were collected in Fall 2019 regarding changes in students’ perceptions and 
expectations of the service quality they received in their college tutoring center. In this chapter, 
the sampling techniques are explained and statistical results presented. Descriptive statistics are 
presented, as are the results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test in order to better examine pre- and 
post-training survey results. The chapter is organized to first assess the median gap scores for the 
assurance and empathy service qualities, and then to assess each individual attribute for the 
aforementioned service qualities. Lastly, straight-lined responses were removed and data were 
reassessed using the same statistical processes and reported. All data were analyzed using SPSS 
25. 
Sampling Technique 
All students who engaged in a tutoring session during the Fall 2019 semester were invited 
to complete the survey upon exiting the tutoring center. By the end of the fall semester, 1,679 
students were eligible to complete the survey via TutorTrac’s Survey Track Management. Data 
collection concluded on December 10, 2019. Three hundred and sixty-two students completed 
682 surveys for a survey response rate of 22%.  
All Completed Survey Responses Data Analysis 
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Three hundred and thirty-one participants (n = 331) completed the survey prior to the 
tutors receiving training while 351 participants (n = 351) completed the survey post-training. All 
surveys were scanned for completion, and 161 incomplete surveys were extracted. The surveys 
were then coded in order to remove any identifiers and organized into pre- or post-training 
survey responses. Due to the fact that fewer than 2,000 surveys were completed, the Shapiro-
Wilk test was used to test for normality (Laerd Statistics, 2020). The results of the Shapiro-Wilk 
test of normality indicated all data were not normally distributed. In order to complete further 
analysis, the Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used due to the descriptive data’s lack of normality. 
Assurance service quality 
The pre-training assurance gap’s skewness was -2.93 indicating an acceptable alignment 
of the data, while its kurtosis of 18.15 is very peaked. According to Ware, et al. (2013), an 
acceptable level of skewness is ± 2, and an acceptable level of kurtosis is less than seven. The 
standard deviation (SD = 1.63) indicated an acceptable spread in the data. Coladarci and Cobb 
(2014) noted an acceptable range falls between ± 3 standard deviations. The results of the 
Shapiro-Wilk test of normality indicated the data were not normally distributed, W(331) = .56, p 
= .00.  
The assurance post-training gap score’s skewness shifted slightly to -2.35 and the 
kurtosis decreased to 17.32, both still outside of acceptable ranges. Its standard deviation was 
.92, which is acceptable. The results of the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality indicated the data 
were not normally distributed, W(351) = .51, p = .00. As a result, the non-parametric Wilcoxon 
signed-rank test was used to answer the research question. A Wilcoxon signed-ranks test 
indicated no statistically significant change between students’ perceptions and expectations of 
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the tutoring center’s ability to bolster assurance pre-training (M = -.25) and post-training (M = -
.12, Z = -.38, p < .71) (See Table 2). 
Table 2 
Assurance Service Quality Descriptive Data 
 Pre-training Post-training 
Mean -.25 -.12 
Median .00 .00 
Range 17 12 
Standard deviation 1.63 .92 
Skewness -2.93 -2.35 
Kurtosis 18.15 17.32 
Shapiro-Wilk Test (p <. 05) W = .56, p = .00 W =.51, p = .00 
 
Empathy service quality 
 The pre-training empathy gap’s skewness was -1.73 indicating a nearly acceptable 
alignment of the data, but its kurtosis of 29.36 indicated that the data were very peaked. The 
standard deviation (SD = 1.47) showed an acceptable spread in the data. The results of the 
Shapiro-Wilk test of normality indicated the data were not normally distributed, W(331) = .46, p 
= .00. 
Similarly, the empathy post-training gap scores’ descriptive statistics also displayed non-
normal distribution. Much like the pre-training gap scores, the standard deviation of 1.10 
indicated acceptable spread, but the 1.77 skewness and 16.66 kurtosis still imply lack of 
normality. The results of the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality indicated the data were not normally 
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distributed, W(351) = .45, p = .00. As a result, the non-parametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test was 
used to answer the research question (See Table 3). The Wilcoxon signed-rank test indicated no 
statistically significant change between students’ perceptions and expectations of the tutoring 
center’s display of empathy pre-training (M = .04) and post-training (M = .08, Z = -.63, p < .53). 
Table 3 
Empathy Service Quality Descriptive Data 
 Pre-training Post-training 
Mean .04 .08 
Median .00 .00 
Range 20 13 
Standard deviation 1.47 1.10 
Skewness -1.73 1.77 
Kurtosis 29.36 16.66 
Shapiro-Wilk Test (p <. 05) W = .46, p = .00 W = .45, p = .00 
 
Assurance and empathy service quality gap score summary. Based on the test results, 
while there were changes in the overall mean gap scores for both assurance and empathy, neither 
change was statistically significant. Assurance did experience the greatest change in gap score, 
but its continued negative gap still implies that the perception of assurance in the tutoring center 
falls below students’ expectations. On the other hand, the slight increase in empathy’s mean gap 
score indicates a positive change in students’ perception and expectation post-training.  
Assurance attributes 
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Much like the pre- and post-training assurance composite gap scores, each individual 
attribute for assurance displayed a lack of normality. Of assurance’s four attributes’ (trust, 
confidence, reputation, and professional answers), the pre-training gap scores each displayed 
acceptable data spread. The only pre-training assurance attribute without an acceptable skewness 
was confidence with a skewness of -2.69. The other three attributes’ skewness were within the 
acceptable ± 2 range. The kurtosis for each pre-training attribute revealed unacceptable levels of 
peak. The results of the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality indicated the data were not normally 
distributed (See Table 4). Correspondingly, the post-training assurance attributes’ gap scores’ 
descriptive data painted a lack of normality due to each attributes’ unacceptable skewness and 
kurtosis levels despite each attribute having acceptable standard deviations. Resultantly, the 
Shapiro-Wilk test of normality indicated the data were not normally distributed (See Table 4).  
Each attribute’s pre- and post-training gap scores were subjected to the Wilcoxon signed 
Rank test. For the trust attribute, the Wilcoxon signed-ranks test indicated no statistically 
significant change between students’ perceptions and expectations of the tutoring center’s 
display of trust pre-training (M = -.06) and post-training (M = -.06, Z = -.06, p < .96).  Similarly, 
the Wilcoxon signed-rank test determined no statistically significant change in the gap between 
student’s pre-training (M = -.07) expectation and perception of tutor confidence and post-training 
(M = -.07, Z = -.05, p < .96). The tutoring center’s reputation also resulted in no statistically 
significant changes pre-training (M = -.08) and post-training (M = -.03, Z = -1.59, p < .11). 
Lastly, the attribute of professional answer giving resulted in no statistically significant change 
pre-training (M = -.03) and post-training (M = .03, Z = -1.59, p < .08) according to the Wilcoxon 
signed-rank test.  
46 
 
 
Assurance attributes summary. Based on the results of the non-parametric testing, 
there were no statistically significant changes in the students’ perceptions and expectations of the 
assurance attributes in the tutoring center. The negative gap scores for the attributes of trust and 
confidence remained consistent indicating a failure to meet or exceed students’ perceptions and 
expectations. The mean score for center reputation did improve, yet its negative gap indicates the 
center’s reputation falls below students’ expectations. Conversely, the mean score for 
professional answer giving did increase and indicates that the tutors’ ability to provide 
professional responses exceeds students’ expectations. Although this is not a statically significant 
change, it is change (See Table 4). 
Table 4 
 
Assurance Attribute Gap Score Descriptive Data All Completed Surveys 
Pre-Training 
 Trust  Confidence Reputation Professional Answers  
Mean -.06 -.07 -.08 -.03 
Median .00 .00 .00 .00 
Range 6 7 9 8 
SD .53 .53 .55 .61 
Skewness -1.76 -2.69 -.04 1.51 
Kurtosis 14.49 23.40 33.77 20.54 
Shapiro-Wilk  W = .48 W = .38 W = .40 W = .50 
Post-Training 
 Trust Confidence Reputation Professional Answers 
Mean -.06 -.07 -.03 .03 
Median .00 .00 .00 .00 
Range 4 5 3 4 
SD .38 .36 .33 .42 
Skewness -3.33 -5.17 -1.41 3.03 
Kurtosis 22.68 44.80 11.51 19.91 
Shapiro-Wilk  W = .38 W = .30 W = .41 W = .38 
 
Empathy attributes 
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Mirroring the attributes for assurance, the individual attributes for empathy (politeness, 
equality, positive attitudes, and individualized attention) also had pre-training descriptive 
statistics that suggested a lack of normality in the data. The attributes of politeness, equality, and 
positive attitudes had skewness and kurtosis levels were outside of the acceptable ranges while 
the spread of the data remained within the boundaries of ± 2 standard deviations. The .07 
skewness of individualized attention falls within the acceptable ± 1 range, but its kurtosis level is 
leptokurtic. Likewise, the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality evinced each attribute’s data were not 
normally distributed (See Table 5). The post-training empathy attributes also displayed skewness 
and kurtosis levels falling outside of the acceptable ranges while each attribute’s standard 
deviation fell within the acceptable range of two standard deviations. Resultantly, the Shapiro-
Wilk test of normality showed the data were not normally distributed (See Table 5). As a result, 
the Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used for further analysis.  
For the attribute of politeness, the Wilcoxon signed-rank test indicated no statistically 
significant change in the gap scores pre-training (M = .04) and post-training (M = .04, Z = -.39, p 
< .69). The tutoring center’s display of empathy and respect resulted in no statistically significant 
changes pre-training (Mdn = -.04) and post-training (Mdn = .03, Z = -1.70, p < .14). 
Additionally, the display or indication of positive attitudes showed no statistically significant 
changes pre-training (M = .02) and post-training (M = .02, Z = -.43, p < .67). Lastly, the tutoring 
center’s ability to provide individualized attention revealed no statistically significant changes 
pre-training (M = .02) and post-training (M = .03, Z = -.05, p < .96). 
Empathy attributes summary. The positive mean gap scores for attributes of politeness 
and positive attitudes remained the same pre- and post-tutor training, indicating students’ 
perceptions are exceeding their expectations. The mean gap score for the equality and respect 
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attribute noted the largest mean gap score change increasing from a negative to positive gap, but 
the change was not enough to be considered statistically significant. Individual attention noted a 
slight drop in its positive mean gap score. While the drop was not statistically significant, it does 
show a slight decrease in students’ perception of this attribute (See Table 5). 
Table 5 
 
Empathy Attribute Gap Score Descriptive Data All Completed Surveys 
Pre-Training 
 Politeness  Equality Positive Attitudes Individualized Attention 
Mean .04 -.04 .02 .02 
Median .00 .00 .00 .00 
Range 8 10 10 6 
SD .58 .56 .56 .45 
Skewness 2.52 -6.19 5.72 .07 
Kurtosis 26.38 78.70 78.78 21.94 
Shapiro-Wilk  W = .41 W = .26 W = .30 W = .38 
Post-Training 
 Politeness Equality Positive Attitudes Individualized Attention 
Mean .04 .03 .02 .03 
Median .00 .00 .00 .00 
Range 6 10 4 9 
SD .40 .51 .38 .48 
Skewness 1.35 6.88 2.89 8.85 
Kurtosis 23.51 103.01 24.09 127.26 
Shapiro-Wilk  W = .36 W = .29 W = .38 W = .23 
 
Reduced Dataset Survey Responses  
In order to further assess the data, all surveys that appeared to be straight-lined were 
removed in order to provide further insight into the research question. One hundred and twenty-
eight (n = 128) pre-training surveys revealed no indication of straight-lining. Ninety-six post-
training (n = 96) appeared not to be straight-lined. The results of the Shapiro-Wilk test of 
normality indicated the data were not normally distributed (See Tables 6 and 7). This signified 
the continued use of the Wilcoxon Signed Rank test.  
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Reduced dataset assurance gap score. The pre-training gap score for assurance has the 
appearance of normal distribution with a skewness of -1.15 and a kurtosis of 3.28. The 2.89 
standard deviation falls within acceptable the acceptable range. The results of the Shapiro-Wilk 
test of normality indicated the data were not normally distributed, W(95) = .89, p = .00. The post-
training gap score for assurance has a skewness of -.75, which falls within the acceptable range, 
kurtosis of 2.39, and an acceptable standard deviation of 1.72. Yet, the Shapiro-Wilk test of 
normality indicated the data were not normally distributed, W(95) = .91, p = .00, leading to the 
continued use of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test for further analysis (See Table 6). The Wilcoxon 
signed-rank test indicated no statistically significant change in the gap scores pre-training (M = -
.94) and post-training (M = -.44, Z = -1.46, p < .15).  
Table 6 
Reduced Dataset Assurance Service Quality Descriptive Data 
 Pre-training Post-training 
Mean -.94 -.44 
Median .00 .00 
Range 17 12 
Standard 2.89 1.74 
Skewness -1.15 -.75 
Kurtosis 3.28 2.39 
Shapiro-Wilk Test (p <. 05) W = .89, p = .00 W = .91, p = .00 
 
 Reduced dataset empathy gap score. The pre-training gap score for empathy has an 
acceptable skewness of -.80 and kurtosis of 5.53. Its 2.89 standard deviation falls within the 
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acceptable range. The results of the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality indicated the data were not 
normally distributed, W(95) = .83, p = .00. The post-training gap score for empathy has a 
skewness of .81, kurtosis of 1.90, and a standard deviation of 2.33. The Shapiro-Wilk test of 
normality indicated the data were not normally distributed, W(95) = .88, p = .00, resulting in 
continued use of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test for further analysis (See Table 7). The Wilcoxon 
signed-rank test indicated no statistically significant change in the gap scores pre-training (M = 
.01) and post-training (M = .44, Z = -.85, p < .39).  
Table 7 
Reduced Dataset Empathy Service Quality Descriptive Data 
 Pre-training Post-training 
Mean .01 .44 
Median .00 .00 
Range 20 13 
Standard 2.89 2.33 
Skewness -.80 .81 
Kurtosis 5.53 1.90 
Shapiro-Wilk Test (p <. 05) W =.83, p = .00 W = .88, p = .00 
 
Reduced dataset assurance and empathy gap summary. The median gap scores, 
although negative, did increase, indicating that while students’ perception of assurance in the 
tutoring is falling below their expectations, their perception did change, just not in a statistically 
significant manner. The mean gap scores for empathy did increase from .01 to .04. Although not 
statistically significant, this reveals that students’ perceptions of empathy in the tutoring center 
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already exceeded their expectations. The post-training gap reveals increased perceptions of 
empathy.  
Reduced dataset assurance attributes. The data for each assurance pre-training 
attribute had acceptable standard deviations falling below the three standard deviation guidelines. 
The skewness for all attributes within the ± 2 range. All data displayed relatively acceptable 
kurtosis levels ranging from 2.80-11.36. The Shapiro-Wilk test of normality for each attribute 
indicated that the data were not normally distributed (See Table 8). The post-training assurance 
attributes of trust, reputation, and professional answers all displayed skewness levels within the 
acceptable range. The attribute of confidence had an unacceptable skewness level of -2.27. The 
kurtosis levels ranged from .84 to 10.13, and each attribute had acceptable standard deviations. 
The Shapiro-Wilk test of normality for each post-training attribute indicated that the data were 
not normally distributed (See Table 8); therefore, the Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used for 
further analysis (See Table 8).  
For the attribute of trust, the Wilcoxon signed-rank test indicated no statistically 
significant change in the gap scores pre-training (M = -.25) and post-training (M = -.22, Z = -.41, 
p < .66). Similarly, the results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test for confidence also showed no 
statistically significant changes in the gap scores pre-training (M = -.28) and post-training (M = -
.25, Z = -.21, p < .83). For the attribute of reputation, the results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test 
indicated a statistically significant change in students’ perceptions pre-training (M = -.31) and 
post-training (M = -.09, Z = -1.97, p < .04). Likewise, the results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank 
test for the professional answers attribute revealed a statistically significant change between pre-
training (M = -.09) and post-training (M = .13, Z = -2.08, p < .03) student perceptions. 
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Table 8 
 
Assurance Attribute Gap Score Descriptive Data Reduced Dataset 
Pre-Training 
 Trust  Confidence Reputation Professional Answers  
Mean -.25 -.28 -.31 -.09 
Median .00 .00 .00 .00 
Range 6 7 9 8 
SD .93 .93 .97 1.11 
Skewness -.59 -1.10 .65 1.09 
Kurtosis 2.80 5.51 11.36 5.15 
Shapiro-Wilk  W = .82 W = .70 W = .69 W = .83 
Post-Training 
 Trust Confidence Reputation Professional Answers 
Mean -.22 -.25 -.09 .13 
Median .00 .00 .00 .00 
Range 4 5 3 4 
SD .72 .66 .64 .80 
Skewness -1.23 -2.27 -.42 1.28 
Kurtosis 3.65 10.13 .84 2.86 
Shapiro-Wilk  W = .75 W = .64 W = .78 W = .76 
 
Reduced dataset assurance attribute summary. The trust attribute remained relatively 
stagnant only increasing the mean gap score from -.25 to -.22 implying that students’ perception 
of trust in the tutoring center still fell below their expectations post-training. Likewise, the mean 
confidence gap only narrowed slightly post-training and still remained negative, thus falling 
below students’ expectation. The attributes of reputation and professional answer giving did 
result in statistically significant changes post-training although reputation still attained a negative 
gap score.  
Reduced dataset empathy attributes. Each of the empathy attributes had standard 
deviations falling within the two standard deviation recommendation. The skewness for equality 
and positive attitudes fell outside of the ± 2 range, while the -.40 skewness of the individualized 
attention data and 1.27 for politeness were acceptable. The kurtosis levels for each attribute 
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varied from 4.93-21.87 indicating varying levels of peak in the data. For each pre-training 
attribute, the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality for each attribute indicated that the data were not 
normally distributed (See Table 9). The post-training empathy attributes’ data mostly contained 
unacceptable levels of skewness for equality and individualized attention while the skewness for 
politeness and positive attitudes fell within the acceptable range. The kurtosis levels of equality 
and individualized attention showed the most peak with kurtosises of 25.93 and 32.46 
respectively while the other attributes’ kurtosises remained fairly flat. Each attribute also had 
acceptable standard deviations. For each attribute, the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality indicated 
that the data were not normally distributed (See Table 9) resulting in the use of the Wilcoxon 
signed-rank test for further analysis (See Table 9).  
Table 9 
 
Empathy Attribute Gap Score Descriptive Data Reduced Dataset 
Pre-Training 
 Politeness  Equality Positive Attitudes Individualized Attention 
Mean .12 -.17 .04 .02 
Median .00 .00 .00 .00 
Range 8 10 10 6 
SD 1.04 1.03 1.04 .83 
Skewness 1.27 -3.26 3.10 -.04 
Kurtosis 6.76 21.87 21.82 4.94 
Shapiro-Wilk  W = .73 W = .56 W = .61 W = .73 
Post-Training 
 Politeness Equality Positive Attitudes Individualized Attention 
Mean .15 .11 .06 .13 
Median .00 .00 .00 .00 
Range 6 10 4 9 
SD .77 .98 .74 .93 
Skewness .31 3.41 1.34 4.44 
Kurtosis 4.43 25.93 4.19 32.46 
Shapiro-Wilk  W = .75 W = .61 W = .74 W = .52 
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The Wilcoxon Signed Rank test indicated no statistically significant change in the gap 
scores for politeness pre-training (M = .12) and post-training (M = .15, Z = -.43, p < .67). The 
equality gap scores also revealed no statistically significant change in the gap scores pre-training 
(M = -.17) and post-training (M = .11, Z = -1.83, p < .06) using the Wilcoxon signed-rank test. 
Similarly, the non-parametric test showed no statistically significant change in the positive 
attitude gap scores pre-training (M = .04) and post-training (M = .06, Z = -.61, p < .54). Lastly, 
the attribute of individualized attention indicated no statistically significant change in gap scores 
pre-training (M = .02) and post-training (M = .13, Z = -.50, p < .62). 
 Reduced dataset empathy attributes summary. The politeness attribute did see a mean 
gap increase, but not enough to be considered statistically significant. Overall, the mean gap 
score pre-training and post-training were positive indicating that students’ perceptions of 
politeness exceeded their expectations. The attribute of equality noted a sizeable change in mean 
gap score from -.17 gap to .11. While not enough to be considered statistically significant, it is 
important to note that students’ perceptions of equality and respect shifted from falling below 
their expectations to exceeding their expectations. The positive attitudes attribute noted a mean 
increase in gap scores shifting from .04 to .06. Lastly, individualized attention saw a mean 
increase from .02 to .13 revealing that the tutoring center was already exceeding students’ 
expectations. Unfortunately, this was not a statistically significant change.  
Summary 
 Upon assessing all completed surveys, the mean overall gap scores for both assurance 
and empathy did move in a more positive direction. Unfortunately, the changes in the gap scores 
were not statistically significant, but as this is action research, any change in the positive 
direction does denote an improvement in the educational environment. Similarly, an assessment 
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of each attribute belonging to assurance and empathy noted either no change or positive change 
in overall mean gap scores. These changes were not statistically significant.  
 Once all straight-lined surveys were removed, the data provided further insight into the 
research question. While the mean overall gap for assurance and empathy did improve, the 
improvement was not statistically significant. The attributes of reputation and professional 
answer giving did see statistically significant changes in a positive direction, indicating that by 
the end of the fall semester tutoring center staff were exceeding students’ expectations in those 
areas. The remaining attributes did note positive changes in the overall mean gap scores, yet 
remained statistically insignificant.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
DISCUSSION 
 As the forthcoming undergraduate student pool narrows due to lower birth rates, colleges 
will begin competing for students, including international and non-traditional students, making 
service quality an overlooked important factor to consider when marketing a college or building 
rapport and relationships with future and current students (Allen & Withey, 2017; Blumenstyk, 
2014; Conrad & Eagan, 1989). Perna (2015) predicted that future undergraduate populations will 
be entering college as first-generation college students with varying degrees of college 
preparedness. As a result, academic support centers on college campuses will have increased 
pressure to ensure students success, engagement, and matriculation. The purpose of this action 
research project was to investigate if students’ perceptions of service quality increased if tutors 
received service quality training steeped with politeness theory and self-directed learning theory. 
Research Question 
 This research sought to investigate the question does providing service quality training 
affect mean service quality feedback scores given by students for professional and peer tutors in 
higher education tutoring centers. The findings previously detailed in Chapter Four resulted in 
six major key points and implications. 
Students’ Negative Perceptions of the Assurance Service Quality 
 The assurance dimension of service quality ensures that individuals feel secure and 
confident in their exchanges with the service provider (Zeithaml, et al., 1990). At the research 
site, prior to the start of this research project, formal and informal student feedback indicated a 
lack of assurance in the tutoring center’s service quality. Students had reported a lack of 
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confidence in tutor ability, thus causing the center’s reputation to suffer, which may have been 
related to the decrease in student usage. 
 The pre-training data collection reiterated the negative gap in students’ expectations and 
perceptions of the assurance service quality from the pilot study, meaning the tutoring center was 
failing to meet students’ expectations. The post-training mean assurance gap did decrease, albeit 
not enough to be considered statistically significant. The post-training gap still remained 
negative indicating that students’ perceptions of assurance in tutoring center were not meeting 
their expectations. Additionally, each dimension of the assurance service quality (trust, 
confidence, reputation, and professional answer giving) pre-training painted the equally bleak 
picture of failing to meet students’ expectations. The post-training attributes of trust and 
confidence witnessed little to no change in gap and still remained negative even when data was 
reassessed after removing straight-lined surveys.  
This revealed that even after training the tutoring center still was failing to meet students’ 
expectations of trust and confidence. The results of this study indicate that tutoring centers 
experiencing a negative gap in assurance may need to consider other ways to decrease the gap. 
Tutor training alone did not have enough impact to shift years of potential expectation violations 
or mismarketing by the institution.  
On the other hand, after straight-lined surveys were removed, the attributes of reputation 
and professional answer giving did note statistically significant changes in a positive direction. 
After the training, the mean gap score for the center’s reputation jumped from -.31 to -.09, 
which, while still negative and failing to meet students’ expectations, is still a step in a right 
direction. The professional answer attribute increased from -.09 to .13, possibly indicating that 
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tutoring center staff used the politeness theory training to mitigate their speech and answers 
provided to students.  
Students’ Increased Perceptions of the Empathy Service Quality 
Being able to empathize with students in order to build rapport and relationships is the 
cornerstone of tutoring theory and best practices (Harris, 1980). Many students enter the tutoring 
center in a vulnerable, emotional state requiring tutors and staff to address the students’ feelings 
and emotional state in order to conduct a useful tutoring session (MacDonald, 1994; Maxwell, 
1994). Until now, scholarship in tutoring center studies, specifically writing center studies, have 
yet to quantify changes in students’ perceptions and expectations for receiving empathy in 
tutoring sessions.  
Unique to the research site is the fact that tutors had not been receiving training in 
empathy, relationship, or rapport building with tutees despite its importance outlined in tutoring 
center best practices literature (MacDonald, 1994; Maxwell, 1994). Resultantly, an informal 
assessment of student complaints to the college president, the dean, and tutoring center director 
all pointed to a lack of empathy within the center. Zeithaml et al. (1990) described empathy as 
employees’ caring and providing individualized attention (p. 26). The staff training in service 
quality and politeness theory sought to rectify this stigma.  
The mean pre-training empathy gap score for the tutoring center hardly passed into the 
positive range meaning while the center was exceeding students’ expectations of empathy, it was 
teetering on the brink of not. The post-training empathy mean gap scores did increase, albeit the 
changes were not statistically significant changes. For example, when straight-lined surveys were 
removed, the mean empathy gap score shifted from .01 to .44. For further analysis, Zeithaml et 
al. (1990) developed four dimensions of empathy: politeness, equality, positive attitudes, and 
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individual attention. The politeness attribute experienced a mean gap change when straight-lined 
surveys were removed, but the change was statistically insignificant. The equality and respect 
attribute went from failing to meet students’ expectations pre-training to exceeding students’ 
expectations post training, yet this change was not statistically significant. The positive attitude 
gap experienced very little change yet remained positive, meaning the students’ perception of the 
tutoring center staff’s attitudes exceeded their expectations. The last attribute of empathy, 
individualized attention, is another cornerstone of tutoring center best practices and theory. This 
attribute experienced a substantial increase. The pre-training non-straight-lined gap was .02, 
hardly exceeding students’ expectations. The post-training non-straight-lined gap jumped to .13, 
indicating the politeness theory and service quality training may have encouraged tutors to tailor 
tutoring sessions to meet students’ individual requests.   
Tutoring centers could easily interweave politeness theory training into new tutor 
onboarding to ensure nascent tutors understand the importance of empathy before they start 
tutoring. Instead of waiting for an issue to occur, tutoring center leadership could address a 
potential pitfall before it even occurs. Additionally, tutoring centers hiring student employees 
need to understand that working in the tutoring center may be the students’ first job. Loomis 
(2019) explained, “Three of the biggest skills gaps [HR managers see] in first-time workers are 
in the areas of problem-solving, communication and collaboration. Tutoring center leadership 
will be empowering student employees with training and skills that will help them in their career 
fields. Also, by incorporating relationship and rapport building using politeness theory into 
training, tutoring center leadership can easily assess tutors’ communication soft skills thereby 
providing documentation should a tutor need a formal counseling session or additional training.  
Implications of the Research 
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Implication for Higher Education Practice 
The role of service quality in tutoring centers. A tutor program accreditation body, the 
College Reading and Learning Association (2013), asks institutions to take communication styles 
and service quality into consideration when designing training modules for its various levels 
within International Tutor Training Program curricula. Each tutoring center applying for tutor 
training program certification has the option to tailor its tutor training program to address unique 
campus and student needs. One element all tutoring center administration should consider is 
actively working to increase students’ perceptions of tutoring center service quality in order to 
encourage continued tutoring center usage. Service quality has direct ties to continued usage of a 
service (Hayes, 2008). In order to ensure repeat usage of the tutoring center, tutoring center 
leadership should consider measuring its service quality performance.  
With Generation Z, students have grown up in a world with 24-hour, 7-days-per-week 
customer support availability (Seemiller and Grace, 2016). It will be important for tutoring 
centers to train all its staff in the basics of service quality and communication in order to meet 
the expectations of the students utilizing the campus resource and when promoting the campus to 
potential incoming student groups. The ability to tout not just usage numbers to validate a 
tutoring center’s importance on campus but also data points regarding students’ perceptions of 
the service quality they receive in the center is a unique marketing strategy underutilized by 
campus communities. Service quality data points serve to create robust talking points when 
meeting with potential campus donors or when applying for grants. 
Additionally, training staff on the basics of service quality and politeness theory creates a 
more supportive environment. As outlined in the National Survey of Student Engagement 
(2007), campus environments that promote quality interactions and have support environments 
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tend to have increased student engagement. Likewise, Learning Assistance Programs standards 
set by the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (2018) note, 
“Learning Assistance Programs (LAP) must create and maintain educational and work 
environments for students, faculty, staff, administrators, designated clients, and other 
constituents that are welcoming, accessible, inclusive, equitable, and free from bias and 
harassment” (n.p.). Measuring service quality provides tutoring center leadership with a unique 
way to provide data demonstrating the maintenance of a welcoming environment and 
equitability.  
Implications for Tutoring Center Administrators 
Designing training programs for peer and professional tutors can be time consuming, but 
the benefits of professionalizing the staff can shift the center’s reputation, branding abilities, and 
presence on campus. For example, peer tutors can be showcased during campus tours or in 
campus publications as exemplar students engaging in hip impact practices while also being of 
service to others. Data sharing opportunities, either with on-campus partners or on public 
platforms such as the tutoring center’s website, provide outlets for tutoring center administrators 
to boast the center by providing actual measures of service quality, narrativizing tutor 
professionalization, or noting peer tutors excelling in their studies. Displaying the tutoring center 
in such a light transforms it from a place of remediation to a place of student engagement and 
success. This transformation of a center’s reputation has the potential to ease tutor recruitment 
efforts, to offer talking points with potential donors, and to provide unique angles to highlight 
when applying for grants. The small investment of time in educating staff about the importance 
of communication and service quality has the potential to pay off big in the long run in terms of 
students’ perceptions leading to word-of-mouth advertising and increased dollars in operating 
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budgets. Additionally, measuring service quality allows tutoring center administrators an inside 
peek into students’ expectations and perceptions of the soft skills required in tutoring, such as 
emotional intelligence, communication, and rapport building. These data points could be used for 
internal program assessment and development or highlighted in college reporting measures. 
Findings from measuring service quality could help to shape a tutoring center’s policies and 
procedures while also influencing its messaging to students and marketing efforts. 
Measuring Service Quality 
SERVQUAL survey usage. Measuring service quality is unique to college campuses 
because service quality is still considered a pejorative (Pitman, 2016). An informal collection of 
qualitative and quantitative data preceding this this research project alluded to the students’ 
expectations of the tutoring center being violated particularly in terms of assurance and empathy. 
The SERVQUAL survey revealed exactly where gaps in expectations were occurring. The 
SERQUAL survey worked well for the purposes of this study because it assesses both 
perceptions and expectations of the five dimensions of service quality. Since it was evident from 
the informal data collection prior to the start of this research that expectation violations were 
occurring, the SERVQUAL survey noted exactly where the violations were occurring.  
Instead of tutoring center leadership blindly trying to understand how or where to 
improve in order to mitigate for gaps in students’ expectations and perceptions, leadership could 
use the entire SERVQUAL survey or portions of it. Leadership should understand that the entire 
SERVQUAL survey is rather long. Depending on survey completion rates, tutoring center 
leadership may want to use smaller sections of the SERVQUAL survey to follow for quicker 
completion. For basic internal assessment of service quality in a tutoring center, the SERVPERF 
survey would be more manageable as it presupposes that all students have expectations, thereby 
63 
 
 
only measuring students’ perceptions of the five dimensions of service quality. The SERVPERF 
survey uses half the number of questions, which makes it easier for students to complete quickly.  
Both surveys are validated, considered reliable, and regularly used in service industries, therefore 
making them applicable to higher education institutions. 
Implications for Theory 
Politeness theory and service quality training. In order to prepare the tutoring center 
staff for current and future student expectations of the center, all tutoring center employees 
attended a 90-minute training explaining Zeithaml, et al.’s (1990) dimensions of service quality 
and Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory. Politeness theory was introduced to the 
tutoring staff because of its universal qualities, its linguistic principles, and easy alignment with 
tutoring theory and best practices (Brown & Levinson, 1987). It is important to note that 
politeness theory is meaty and can be challenging to digest in a short training session, which may 
help to explain the minimal changes in students’ perceptions of service quality in the tutoring 
center. Tutors need time to allow the training to percolate and to engage in self-awareness, 
thereby modifying their communication styles and tutoring techniques to change students’ 
service quality perceptions. Tutors may also require refresher trainings to reinforce the original 
training. This will require additional time and coordination efforts on the part of tutoring center 
leadership.  
Implications for the Method 
 The Fall semester is the busiest time of the academic year for the research location. 
Therefore, it was very challenging to schedule a training mid-semester for all tutoring center 
staff to attend. In the future, hosting the training virtually may be a better option than hosting it 
face-to-face. Tutoring center leadership may also want to consider a refresher training during 
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intercession. After the training, the tutors socialized the ideas and theories from the training, but 
since the theories are meaty, reinforcement, especially during particularly stressful times in a 
tutoring center, is necessary. Lastly, tutoring center leadership may want to consider a longer 
data collection period depending on tutoring center usage numbers and survey completion rates. 
If the sample population is large enough, leadership may also want to consider comparing 
student tutors with professional tutors’ gap scores. This could allow for mentorship or 
professional development opportunities. 
Limitations of the Study 
Staffing 
As stated in Chapter Two, John Maxwell (2001), leadership expert, explained in his book 
The 17 Indisputable Laws of Teamwork, the only way to deal with an employee failing to meet 
expectations or hampering the workplace with negativity is to pluck the employee from the staff. 
During the data collection period, the tutoring center experienced its usual 20% staff turnover 
rate all in the pre-training data collection phase. Most of the employees who resigned from their 
positions were also the same employees about whom we received complaints from students in 
previous semesters. After these employees resigned, the social climate in the tutoring center 
changed in a positive manner. As a result, there is the potential that staff turnover shifted 
students’ perceptions instead of the training, reinforcing Maxwell’s belief.  
Method 
The action research method of research is meant to allow a researcher to explore a 
possible solution to a unique problem within their research site. Other tutoring centers may not 
be experiencing or informally noting a gap between student expectations and perceptions of the 
service quality on their campuses. This was an issue unique to the research location that I was 
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charged with rectifying by campus administration. Additionally, the number of tutors employed 
in the center did not allow for a purely experimental design because sufficient data would not 
have been collected. Other tutoring centers with robust staffing wishing to expand upon this 
study may wish to use a more traditional experimental method allowing for closer conclusions to 
be drawn. 
Measures  
The Wilcoxon signed rank test was selected due to its similarity to a paired-samples t-test 
allowing the assessment of the median difference between paired observations (Laerd Statistics, 
2020). In order to meet the basic assumptions to conduct a Wilcoxon signed rank test, the data 
must include one dependent variable measured using a continuous variable. Also, the study must 
include one independent variable with two categorical, unrelated groups. Lastly, the data must 
present a lack of normality. The action research nature of the study’s design made it challenging 
to adhere to the second assumption. While nearly all survey respondents engaged in tutoring 
sessions and completed surveys pre- and post-tutor training, there were a few respondents who 
only completed surveys before tutor training or after training. Therefore, even though the second 
Wilcoxon signed rank test assumption was not met in its entirety, for the purposes of this study, 
it was used. 
Future Research 
This study is unique to tutoring services and learning assistance program scholarship, and 
the results suggest that training staff on politeness theory and service quality improved service 
quality gap scores. Other service-related areas of campus, such as Disability Services, 
Supplemental Instruction, or Financial Aid, should consider replicating the study or at least 
measuring students’ perceptions and expectations of the service quality they are receiving. For a 
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more robust analysis and to spur actionable change, departmental leadership should consider 
using a mixed-methods approach versus only using the SERVQUAL survey. A mixed-methods 
approach would allow students to further expound in more detail upon their expectations of the 
five dimensions of survey quality. These details may prove useful for departmental review or 
budget lobbying. Additionally, tutoring center leadership could disaggregate and analyze the 
results of the SERVQUAL mean gaps in a variety of way. Leadership could assess for 
differences in students’ perceptions based on generation, participation in other campus 
departments (i.e. Disability Services, Athletics, Student Government), or peer tutors compared 
with professional tutors. 
Conclusion 
 The idea of service quality and viewing students as customers is often rebuked in higher 
education. With the shifting expectations of the current student population, higher education 
institutions may want to consider assessing institutional service quality in order to meet the 
demands of forthcoming generations of students. Once service quality is assessed, institutions 
may want to consider staff training in order to alleviate the gap between student expectations and 
perceptions. Although the training was challenging to schedule and facilitate during midterms in 
a bustling tutoring center, it did prove to be useful. The service quality topic provided tutoring 
center staff with entirely new information or reinforced previously known information applicable 
to a new environment. Politeness theory training provided tutors with specific linguistic cues 
students may use to signal face-saving or to indicate that the student feels as though they are in a 
face-threatening situation thereby allowing tutors to use politeness theory to save the student’s 
face.  
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Tutoring centers are just one department on campus where students enter face-threatening 
situations in a service-related environment. Other departments on campuses, such as disability 
services or financial aid, experience the same face-saving situations while providing services 
crucial to campus operations. Departments related to student recruitment also need to consider 
service quality as they showcase the college to potential students, parents, and the local campus 
community. The time of turning a blind eye to students’ expectations of service quality needs to 
come to an end. The decreasing student population is going to create a unique situation for 
institutions of higher education to become more student-centered by increasing their service 
quality through staff training.  
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Appendices 
Appendix A: SERVQUAL Instrument  
Directions: This section of the survey deals with your opinions of the Academic 
Enhancement Center in general. On a scale of 1-7 (one being Strongly Disagree), show the 
extent to which you think the AEC should possess the features described below.  
Questions pertaining to Assurance 
1. Students should be able to trust AEC employees. 
2. Students should feel confident in their transactions with AEC employees. 
3. The AEC should have a good reputation. 
4. AEC employees should provide professional answers to students’ questions. 
Questions pertaining to Empathy 
5. AEC employees should be polite. 
6. AEC employees should treat students equally and with respect. 
7. AEC employees should show positive attitudes to students. 
8. AEC employees should give individual attention to students. 
 
Directions: This section of the survey deals with your opinions of the AEC. On a scale of 1-
7 (one being Strongly Disagree), show the extent to which you think the AEC possesses the 
features described below.  
Questions pertaining to Assurance 
1. I can trust the AEC employees. 
2. I feel confident in my transactions with the AEC employees. 
3. The AEC has a good reputation.  
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4. The AEC staff can provide professional responses to my questions. 
Questions pertaining to Empathy 
5. The AEC staff is polite. 
6. The AEC staff treat students equally and with respect. 
7. The AEC staff show positive attitudes to students. 
8. The AEC staff gives individual attention to students. 
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Appendix B: Study Information Sheet 
Study Information Sheet 
 
Tutoring in Polite Society: How Service Quality Training Affects Students’ Perceptions 
 
Lead Researcher 
Renee Hayes, Director Academic Enhancement Center, UNG Doctoral Candidate 
School of Transitional Studies 
678-47-5364 rhayes8@ggc.edu 
 
Faculty Sponsor 
Dr. Katherine Adams, College of Education, Katherine.adams@ung.edu 
 
Please read the information below and ask questions about anything that you do not 
understand.  A researcher listed above will be available to answer your questions. 
 
• You are being asked to participate in a research study to assess students’ perceptions and 
expectations of the service quality in the Academic Enhancement Center (AEC). 
 
• Participation in this study is voluntary. You may choose to skip a question or a study 
procedure. You may refuse to participate or discontinue your involvement at any time 
without penalty or loss of benefits.  You are free to withdraw from this study at any time. 
 
• You are eligible to participate in this study if you completed a tutoring session in the AEC. 
 
• The research procedures involve completing a 16-question online survey after your tutoring 
session. 
 
• There are minimal risks associated with the study. 
 
• There are no direct benefits from the study. However, this study may help the AEC to 
increase its service quality. 
 
• All research data collected will be stored securely and confidentially. The researchers intend 
to keep this research data until the research is published and/or presented. 
 
• If, during the course of this study, significant new information becomes available that may 
relate to your willingness to continue to participate, this information will be provided to you 
by the research team listed at the top of the form. 
 
If you have any comments, concerns, or questions regarding the conduct of this research 
please contact the researchers listed at the top of this form. For questions about being a 
research participant, please contact the chair of the Institutional Review Board 
(irbchair@ung.edu) or the Assistant Director for Research Integrity, Dr. Troy Smith, 3820 Mundy 
Mill Road, Oakwood, GA 30566, 678-717-3670, troy.smith@ung.edu. 
 
